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Editorial Note 


For those who, whether as a matter of duty or of devotion, 
are accustomed to recite the Divine Office with its historical 
lessons, for those again who as the Church's local 
representatives are often asked to explain difficulties 
regarding the cultus of the Saints, for all, in fine, who take 
an interest in the discussions upon pagan survivals 
provoked by so many of our modern folk-lorists, it has been 
thought that a translation of Father Delehaye's Legendes 
Hagiographiques \Nou\di be likely to prove a welcome 
addition to the Westminster Library. The Editors accordingly 
have felt no hesitation in including in the series a work 
which has everywhere won high commendation abroad from 
scholars of all shades of opinion. The translation has been 
made by Mrs. V. M. Crawford from the second edition of the 
French original, and has been carefully revised in passing 
through the press. Nothing has been added save a few 
bibliographical references kindly suggested by the author 
himself. 



Author's Introduction 


Recent progress in scientific hagiography has given rise to 
more than one misunderstanding. Historical criticism when 
applied to the lives of the saints has had certain results 
which are in no way surprising to those who are accustomed 
to handle documents and to interpret inscriptions, but which 
have had a somewhat disturbing effect on the mind of the 
general public. 

Religious-minded people who regard with equal veneration 
not only the saints themselves but everything associated 
with them, have been greatly agitated by certain 
conclusions assumed by them to have been inspired by the 
revolutionary spirit that has penetrated even into the 
Church, and to be highly derogatory to the honour of the 
heroes of our faith. This conviction frequently finds 
utterance in somewhat violent terms. 

If you suggest that the biographer of a saint has been 
unequal to his task, or that he has not professed to write as 
a historian, you are accused of attacking the saint himself, 
who, it appears, is too powerful to allow himself to be 
compromised by an indiscreet panegyrist. 

If, again, you venture to express doubt concerning certain 
miraculous incidents repeated by the author on insufficient 
evidence, although well-calculated to enhance the glory of 
the saint, you are at once suspected of lack of faith. 

You are told you are introducing the spirit of rationalism into 
history, as though in questions of fact it were not above all 
things essential to weigh the evidence. How often has not an 
accusation of destructive criticism been flung, and men 
treated as iconoclasts, whose sole object has been to 



appraise at their true value the documents which justify our 
attitude of veneration, and who are only too happy when 
able to declare that one of God's friends has been fortunate 
enough to find a historian worthy of his task. 

One might have thought that this simple analysis of the 
attitude of suspicion which so many devout souls assume in 
regard to historical criticism would suffice to demonstrate 
the injustice of their prejudices. Unhappily, it is less easy 
than might be supposed to efface an impression which, as 
they think, can only have been inspired by piety. 

The conditions under which so many accounts of martyrs 
and lives of saints have been put together are, as a rule, too 
little known for any common ground of criticism to be 
available. Many readers are not sufficiently on their guard 
against the vague sentiment which endows hagiographers 
with some mysterious privilege of immunity from the errors 
of human frailty to which all other categories of writers are 
liable. 

We therefore believe that We shall be doing a useful work if 
we try to classify, more definitely than has been done 
hitherto, the Various methods pursued by pious writers, to 
sketch in broad outline the genesis of their compositions^ 
and to show how far they are from being protected against 
errors which exact history is bound to denounce. 

It may, perhaps, be as well to warn the reader from the first 
against an impression that might be gathered from a study 
which is mainly devoted to the weak points of hagiographic 
literature. 

To give assistance in detecting materials of inferior 
workmanship is not to deny the excellence of what remains, 
and it is to the ultimate advantage of the harvest to point 



out the tares that have sometimes become mingled with the 
wheat to a most disconcerting extent. 

The simple narrative of heroic days, written, as it were, with 
pens dipped in the blood of martyrs, the naive histories, 
sweet with the perfume of true piety, in which eye-witnesses 
relate the trials of virgins and of ascetics, deserve our fullest 
admiration and respect. 

For that very reason they must be clearly differentiated from 
the extensive class of painfully-elaborated biographies in 
which the features of the saint are hidden by a heavy veil of 
rhetoric, and his voice overborne by that of his chronicler. 
There is an infinite distance between these two classes of 
literature. The one is well known, and its own merits 
recommend it. The other too often passes undetected and 
prejudices the first. 

It must surely be admitted that from this simple task of 
classification, the need for which we are anxious to 
demonstrate, it is a far cry to that work of destruction which 
we may be suspected of having embarked upon. 

Moreover, if we recommend any one who feels drawn to 
hagiographic studies to plunge boldly into the realm of 
criticism, we should advise no one to advance blindfold, 
neither have we dreamed of disguising the fact that by 
misapplying methods of research, however efficacious they 
may be in themselves, there is danger of being led to quite 
inadmissible conclusions. 

It is easy to satisfy oneself on this point by glancing through 
the chapter in which we have discussed the questions 
touching upon mythological exegesis, so much in vogue at 
the present day. Certain brilliant displays which have taken 
place in that arena have dazzled a public more preoccupied 



with the novelty of the conclusions than with their 
trustworthiness. It has been our duty to lay down the 
necessary limitations, and to show how they may best be 
observed. 

We do not profess to have written a complete treatise on 
hagiography. Many points which may suggest themselves to 
the reader have not even been touched upon, and we make 
no pretension of having exhausted any one of the subjects 
of which we have treated. 

The quotations and examples might have been multiplied 
almost indefinitely. We believe ourselves justified, however, 
in resisting the temptation to impress the reader by a cheap 
display of erudition, and in avoiding everything that might 
have encumbered our exposition without adding anything to 
the force of the argument. 

To indicate briefly the spirit in which hagiographic texts 
should be studied, to lay down the rules for discriminating 
between the materials that the historian can use and those 
that he should hand over as their natural property to artists 
and poets, to place people on their guard against the 
fascination of formulas and preconceived systems, such has 
been the aim of this volume. 

Controversy - an evil counsellor - has been banished as far 
as may be from this little book. Nevertheless we shall 
occasionally be compelled to call attention to other people's 
mistakes. Defective methods, alas, frequently take shelter 
behind names of the highest credit, and sometimes, when 
attacking erroneous views, one may give the impression of 
attacking persons. For the critic it is a real cause for regret 
that in the thick of the fight blows sometimes fall on those at 
whom they were not aimed. Let it be understood, once and 
for all, that we have aimed at nobody. 



Some chapters of this study first appeared in the Revue des 
Questions historiques (July, 1903). We have slightly revised 
and completed them in a few places. Except for two or three 
unimportant additions, this new edition of the book is simply 
a reprint of the first, which appeared in March, 1905. 



I - Preliminary Definitions 

Hagiographic documents - Imaginative tales. Artificial 
compositions - Romances - Popular inventions - Myths - Tales 
- Legends - The hagiographic legend: its two principal 
factors 

Let us, in the first instance, attempt to define what precisely 
is to be understood by a hagiographic document. 

The term should not be applied indiscriminately to every 
document bearing upon the saints. The chapter in which 
Tacitus in vivid hues paints the sufferings of the first Roman 
martyrs is not a hagiographic document, nor can the 
expression be rightly applied to those pages of Eusebius's 
Ecclesiastical History across which the victims of the great 
persecutions defile in serried ranks. It was Eusebius, too, 
who composed, in four volumes, a panegyric of the first 
Christian emperor who, in the Greek Church, participates in 
the honours reserved to the canonised saints. Nevertheless 
the Life of Constantine is not a saint's life, whereas the book 
of the Martyrs of Palestine, written with the object of 
edifying the faithful by an account of the sufferings of these 
heroes is at once a hagiographic document and an historic 
record of the first order. So too the Acts of Saint Theodore, 
which in their present form possess nothing in common with 
history, should, from the standpoint of hagiography, enjoy 
similar consideration. In the same class again, though under 
a special category, we may range the calendars or 
martyrologies in which the anniversaries of martyrs are 
recorded, together with official inscriptions, such as those of 
Pope Damasus, placed upon their tombs. 

It thus appears that, in order to be strictly hagiographic, the 
document should be of a religious character and should aim 



at edification. The term may only be applied therefore to 
writings inspired by devotion to the saints and intended to 
promote it. 

The point to be emphasized from the first is the distinction 
between hagiography and history. The work of the 
hagiographer may be historical, but it is not necessarily so. 

It may assume any literary form suitable to the glorification 
of the saints, from an official record adapted to the use of 
the faithful, to a poetical composition of the most exuberant 
character wholly detached from reality. 

It is obvious that no one would venture to assert that 
everywhere and at all times hagiographers have submitted 
themselves to strict historical canons. But by what standard 
must we measure their digressions? That is a point to be 
determined in each individual case. Before attempting to 
suggest any rules on this subject, let us begin by laying 
down a few definitions less familiar than might at first sight 
be supposed. 

In order to describe any narrative which is not in accordance 
with fact, a free use is made of the terms myth, fable, tale, 
romance, legend. Taken in a general sense these words are 
frequently used as though they were synonymous. The 
result has been a constant confusion of thought which we 
shall hope to avoid by a more rigorous definition of terms. 

We need, however, scarcely discuss the fable, which, in its 
widest sense, may be held to include any imaginary 
narrative, and in its more restricted acceptation is 
synonymous with the apologue, more especially when the 
persons brought upon the scene are represented by animals. 
This does not mean that hagiographers have wholly 
neglected this form of imaginative composition. The author 
of the Life of Saints Bariaam and Joasaph has incorporated 



into his compilation various apologues which have been the 
subject of individual studies. Nevertheless these are 
exceptions, and the critic of hagiography need not, as a rule, 
trouble himself about the emulators of AEsop and La 
Fontaine. 

Myths, tales, legends and romances all belong to the sphere 
of imaginative writing, but may be divided into two 
categories, according as they are the spontaneous and 
impersonal expression of the spirit of the people, or artificial 
and deliberate compositions. 

Romances, in the more usual acceptation of the term, 
belong to this second category. The author selects and, 
studies his subject, and applies the resources of his talent 
and his imagination to the work of art he has conceived. If 
he has chosen for his theme the character and adventures of 
an historical person or of a period of history, he will produce 
an historical romance. If everything, both characters and 
incidents, is pure invention it will be a novel of imagination; 
and if, by means of a series of incidents, partly true, partly 
fictitious, the author has attempted to depict the soul of a 
saint honoured by the Church, we ought to speak of his work 
as a hagiographic romance, although the expression is one 
that has scarcely passed into common use. 

Romances of this type are exceedingly numerous, and a few 
of them date back to very early times. One might instance 
the Acts of Paul and of Theda, and that collection of the 
apocryphal Acts of the Apostles \Nh\ch enjoyed such long 
and extraordinary popularity. The romance of the 
Clementine Homilies and Recognitions is widely known, its 
main portions figuring for a prolonged period in all the most 
celebrated hagiographic collections. 



Tales and legends, to which reference must now be made, 
should not, strictly speaking, be placed in the category of 
artificial compositions. It is true that the name of tale is 
frequently bestowed upon short works of fiction, and the 
novelist sometimes devotes himself in his study to the 
composition of a narrative of which the form recalls the 
legend or tale properly so called. These learned imitations 
need only be mentioned here; it is unnecessary to dwell on 
them further. We must reserve our attention for those works 
of fiction which have come down to us without any 
individual parentage, being the anonymous product of that 
abstraction known as the spirit of the people. 

Let us first consider the myth. The term is frequently applied 
to anything that has no real existence, while the title of 
mythical personage is bestowed upon any hero who has 
lived solely in the imagination of the poet. Such, however, is 
not the technical meaning of the word, and it would be 
wrong to class as mythical personages figures such as Abner 
in Athalie, although the confidant of Joad was wholly 
invented by Racine. 

The essence of the myth consists in the personification of a 
force or of an abstract idea; or, if you prefer it, the myth is 
simply an explanation of natural phenomena adapted to the 
capacity of a primitive people. Whether we insist on treating 
it as a poetic symbol or whether, as has been ingeniously 
suggested, we should prefer to regard mythology as a 
treatise on physics for primitive times, it is none the less 
certain that natural phenomena supply the proper matter for 
the myth. The sun, the moon, the stars, lightning, the 
succession of night and day and the vicissitudes of the 
seasons are represented by gods and heroes, and by the 
adventures attributed to them. Aurora, with rosy fingers, 
opens the portals of the Orient, Phaeton drives the chariot of 



the sun: such are the graceful fables with which the study of 
antiquity has familiarized us. 

I do not wish to multiply examples, for before classifying a 
narrative it is essential to ascertain definitely its real 
significance, and were we to follow the methods of a certain 
school there would be very few works of fiction that could 
not be included under the category of mythology. There are 
men, so an ill-tempered critic has declared, who cannot even 
watch a cat and dog fight without some reference to the 
struggle between darkness and light. The exaggerations 
denounced in this sally are only too real, and we shall be 
careful not to make use of the term myth without solid 
reason. 

Is there such a thing as a hagiographic myth? Or have the 
hagiographers made use of mythical elements? I see no 
difficulty in admitting it, and shall show later on that they 
have transferred to the saints more than one narrative which 
belongs to ancient mythology. 

The tale proper is an invented story referring neither to a 
real personage nor yet to any definite place. "Once upon a 
time there were a king and queen who had a very beautiful 
daughter. . . ." This classical beginning of the story-teller is 
exactly characteristic of its style, in which everything is 
made accessory to the plot of the narrative, intended solely 
for the entertainment of the listener, or calculated to set in 
relief some practical truth as in the case of moral tales. 

Contrary to what one would imagine, there exists no great 
variety of popular tales. All may be traced back to a certain 
number of types, none of which appears to belong 
exclusively to a particular nation or even race; they are the 
common patrimony of humanity. 



Much has been written concerning their origin. Without 
entering into a detailed study of the various theories 
propounded by specialists, mention must be made of two 
principal ones which have won more favour than the rest, 
and which may be considered as extreme solutions. Some 
explain the repetition of the same themes and the similarity 
in their forms by the uniformity of the human mind. Others 
take refuge in a less simple and less metaphysical 
explanation, which coincides more nearly with ascertained 
facts. According to them India is the one and only cradle of 
all popular tales disseminated throughout the whole world, 
and whatever one may like to assume concerning their 
original author, they had their birth there and thence set out 
on their travels to become in the widest sense the common 
possession of all nations. It is in no way necessary to commit 
ourselves here to any theory of the first origin of popular 
tales. We need only remember that, like those light seeds 
that the wind carries beyond the seas, they are for ever 
floating in the atmosphere, and may be found in every 
country and every clime without their being connected in 
any definite way with either name or place. 

The legend, on the other hand, has, of necessity, some 
historical or topographical connection. It refers imaginary 
events to some real personage, or it localizes romantic 
stories in some definite spot. Thus one may speak of the 
legend of Alexander or of Caesar, of the legend of the Castle 
of the Drachenfels on the Rhine, or of that of the Red Lake, 
Lough Derg, in Ireland. Such, in accordance with common 
usage, is the precise meaning of the terms we have to 
employ. 

It must, however, be observed that in practice classification 
is less easy, and the various categories are less clearly 
differentiated. One of these winged tales which fly from 
nation to nation may for a moment settle on some famous 



monument, or the anonymous king who was the principal 
personage may take to himself some historic name. At once 
the tale is transformed into a legend, and one might easily 
be misled if some other version of the same story did not 
reveal the purely accidental introduction of the historical 
element. In the same way the myth itself may also readily 
assume the appearance of a legend. 

On the other hand, if you despoil the legend of all that 
connects it with reality, you give it the external features of a 
mere tale. Hence the difficulty of disentangling legend and 
tale in the celebrated collection of the Arabian Nights, for in 
spite of the highly fantastic character of the stories that 
compose it, portions have been identified with some sort of 
historical basis. Contrariwise it may occur that what is 
apparently a highly distinctive legend will suddenly re¬ 
appear in the guise of a folk tale. It was a long time before 
men recognized an adaptation of the celebrated tale of the 
ass's skin in the legend of Saint Dymphna, or before the 
touching history of Genevieve de Brabant proved to be a 
theme which had previously been turned to account by the 
epic poets of India. 

As we have just seen, legends, considered as connected 
narrations, in contradistinction to myths and tales, 
presuppose an historical fact as basis or pretext: such is the 
first essential element of the species. This historical fact may 
either be developed or disfigured by popular imagination: 
and here we have the second element. Both elements may 
be combined in very unequal proportions, and according as 
the preponderance is to be found on the side of fact or on 
that of fiction, the narrative may be classed as history or as 
legend. 

As it is the fictitious element which determines the 
classification of legendary narratives, people have naturally 



formed the habit of applying to it the name of the species 
itself, and thus the term legend has been extended to every 
unconscious distortion of historic truth, whether there be 
question of a series of incidents or of a solitary episode. 

However we interpret the term, it seems scarcely worth 
while to insist on the considerable part played by legend in 
hagiographic literature, which is emphatically popular both 
in its origins and in its aim. Indeed it is from hagiography 
that the name itself has been borrowed. In its primitive 
meaning the legend is the history that has to be read, 
legenda, on the feast of a saint. It is the passion of the 
martyr or the eulogy of the confessor, without reference to 
its historical value. "Legendarius vocatur liber ille ubi agitur 
de vita et obitu confessorum, qui legitur in eorum festis, 
martyrum autem in Passionariis," wrote John Beleth, in the 
twelfth century, thus differentiating the passion from the 
legend, contrary to the custom that was subsequently to 
prevail. For, as early as the thirteenth century, the Legenda 
Aurea sanctioned the wider meaning which includes at once 
the acts of the martyrs and the biographies of other saints. 
We might, therefore, in conformity with ancient usage, 
bestow the term legend upon all hagiographic narratives, 
including even those of admitted documentary value. 
Nevertheless, to avoid confusion in the following pages, we 
shall rigidly refrain from doing so, and the word legend will 
only be applied to stories or incidents unauthenticated by 
history. 

Hagiographic literature has come to be written under the 
influence of two very distinct factors, factors to be met with, 
indeed, in whatever stream of literary productiveness we 
seek to trace to its source. There is, first, the anonymous 
creator called the people or, if we prefer to take the effect for 
the cause, the legend. Here the work is that of a mysterious 
and many-headed agent, uncontrolled in his methods, swift 



and unfettered as the imagination always is, perpetually in 
labour with fresh products of his fancy, but incapable of 
chronicling them in writing. Beside him there is the man of 
letters, the editor, who stands before us as one condemned 
to a thankless task, compelled to follow a beaten track, but 
giving to all he produces a deliberate and durable character. 
Both together have collaborated in that vast undertaking 
known as "The Lives of the Saints," and it is important for us 
to recognize the part played by each in this process of 
evolution, which, though the work of all time, is yet 
incessantly renewed. 

It is our intention to restrict ourselves almost exclusively to 
the pious literature of the Middle Ages, and we shall seek to 
prove how it was elaborated by the people on the one side 
and the hagiographers on the other. The methods pursued 
both by the one and the other may appear to some people 
to be not yet wholly a thing of the past. It is an opinion 
which we ourselves are not prepared to controvert. 



II - The Development of the Legend 


Part I 

Unconscious distortion of truth by the individuai - By the 
peopie - Levei of popuiar inteiiigence - Tendency to 
simpiification - ignorance - Substitution of the abstract form 
for the individuai type - Poverty of invention - The borrowing 
and transmission of iegendary themes - Exampies - The 
antiquity of certain themes - Artificiai grouping of incidents 
and persons - Cycies 

The development of the legend is, according to our 
definition, the outcome of an unconscious or unreflecting 
agent acting upon historical material. It is the introduction 
of the subjective element into the realm of fact. 

If, the day after a battle, we were to collect the narratives of 
eye-witnesses, we should find the action described in twenty 
different ways while identical details would be related from 
the most diverse points of view with the same accent of 
sincerity. The extent of his information, the sentiments and 
impressions of the narrator and the camp to which he 
belongs, all affect his account, which is neither wholly false 
nor yet wholly in accordance with truth. Every man will 
relate his own legend. The combined result of these 
divergent narratives will again be a legend, and should we 
insist on disentangling the pure historic truth, we shall have 
to content ourselves with the two or three salient facts that 
appear to be established with certainty. If, in lieu of the 
remainder, we substitute a series of deductions, we are 
merely writing the history of the battle in our own way; in 
fact, we ourselves then become the creators of a new 



legend, and we must either resign ourselves to this 
necessity or elect to remain in ignorance. 

Every one is agreed as to the special difficulty of giving a 
precise account of any complicated action that cannot be 
taken in at a glance. It must not, however, be assumed that 
putting aside these exceptional cases there is nothing more 
easy or more common than to give a faithful description. The 
truth is that in daily life we are perpetually taking part in 
that unconscious labour from which legends are evolved, 
and each one of us has had occasion to testify a hundred 
times over how difficult it is to convey, with absolute 
precision, our impression of any complex incident. 

To begin with, it is very rare to grasp the event in all its 
details, and to trace the connection between the various 
parts. It is still more rare for us to be in a position to 
distinguish the causes in such a way as to leave no possible 
doubt concerning the motives that have prompted the 
actors. Consequently we allow our instinct to fill in the gaps 
in our information. By a series of intuitive connections we re¬ 
establish the continuity of action, and we read our own 
interpretation into the forces that have brought about such 
and such a result. If we happen to be under the empire of 
passion or of any sentiment that clouds our clear view of 
things, if we secretly desire that any established fact should 
not have occurred, or that any un-noted circumstance 
should really have taken place, if it coincides with our 
wishes that the actors should have followed any special 
impulse, it may occur that, heedlessly, we leave one portion 
of the picture in the shade, or give undue prominence to 
another, according as our own prepossessions suggest. 
Unless, therefore, we submit our arguments to a rigid 
supervision and maintain complete control over our 
impressions, we are liable, to the detriment of truth, to 
introduce a strong subjective element into our narrative. To 



give an exact description of complex reality demands not 
only sound sense and a trained judgment but also conscious 
effort, and consequently requires a stimulus adequate to the 
object in view. 

It must be admitted that apart from exceptional 
circumstances the average man is not endowed with the 
intellectual vigour necessary for such a task. The habit of 
analyzing one's sensations and of controlling the slightest 
impulses of one's soul to such an extent as to be habitually 
on one's guard against the natural tendency to mingle what 
one imagines with what one knows, is the privilege of very 
few. Even those who, thanks to natural gifts and a superior 
training, rise above the average of their fellows, do not 
invariably make use of their special faculties. 

Let me suppose that a man has been an eye-witness of some 
sanguinary drama. He will describe the various exciting 
circumstances to his friends with the most minute details, 
and nothing will appear to have escaped him that bears 
upon the criminal and his victim. 

But suppose this same man subpoenaed to give evidence at 
the assizes, and that on his deposition, given on oath, 
depends the life of a fellow-creature. What a difference 
between the two versions of the same event! At once his 
narrative becomes less clear and less complete, and is far 
from possessing that palpitating interest that he gave to it in 
private. This is simply because, under such solemn 
circumstances, we carry to a far higher point our scrupulous 
exactitude, and we are no longer tempted to indulge in the 
petty vanity of posing as important and well-informed. 

Hence it is that even the most veracious and upright of men 
unconsciously create little legends by introducing into their 
narratives their own impressions, deductions and passions. 



and thus present the truth either embellished or disfigured 
according to circumstances. 

These sources of error, it need scarcely be said, become 
multiplied with the number of intermediaries. Every one in 
turn understands the story in a different fashion and repeats 
it in his own way. Through inattention or through defective 
memory some one forgets to mention an important 
circumstance, necessary to the continuity of the history. A 
narrator, more observant than the rest, notes the deficiency, 
and by means of his imagination does his best to repair it. 

He invents some new detail, and suppresses another until 
probability and logic appear to him sufficiently safe¬ 
guarded. This result is usually only obtained at the expense 
of truth, for the narrator does not observe that he has 
substituted a very different story for the primitive version. 
Sometimes again the narrative may pass through the hands 
of a witness who does not wholly approve of it, and who will 
not fail to contribute markedly to its disfigurement by some 
imperceptible turn of thought or expression. 

These things happen every day, and whether we are eye¬ 
witnesses or mere intermediaries, our limited intelligence, 
our carelessness, our passions, and above all perhaps our 
prejudices, all conspire against historical accuracy when we 
take it upon ourselves to become narrators. 

This commonplace experience becomes much more 
interesting and more fraught with consequences when it is 
indefinitely multiplied, and when, for the intelligence and 
impressions of the individual we substitute the intelligence 
and impressions of a people or a crowd. These collective, 
and, in a certain sense, abstract faculties, are of a quite 
special nature, and their activities are subjected to laws that 
have been deeply studied in our own day, and to which a 
special branch of psychology has been assigned. Such laws 



as have been formulated have been verified by thousands of 
examples drawn from the popular literature of every country. 
Hagiographic literature offers a large mass of material amply 
confirming them. 

To avoid complicating the question we shall not attempt to 
apportion the varying degrees of capacity of different social 
strata. No task, indeed, would be more difficult, and in 
regard to the matters that interest us the most varied 
elements have to be taken into account. In the Middle Ages 
the whole populace was interested in the saints. Every one 
invoked them, paid them honour and loved to sing their 
praises. Popular society in which the legends were 
elaborated was composed of many elements, and by no 
means excluded persons of literary pretensions. I hasten to 
add that the saints gained nothing thereby. 

The intellectual capacity of the multitude reveals itself on all 
sides as exceedingly limited, and it would be a mistake to 
assume that it usually submits itself to the influence of 
superior minds. On the contrary, the latter necessarily suffer 
loss from contact with the former, and it would be quite 
illogical to attribute a special value to a popular tradition 
because it had its origin amid surroundings in which persons 
of solid merit were to be met with. In a crowd superiority 
quickly vanishes, and the average intelligence tends to fall 
far below mediocrity. The best point of comparison by which 
we can ascertain its level is the intelligence of a child. 

In truth, the number of ideas of which the popular brain is 
capable of receiving any impression is extremely small, and 
these ideas must be very simple. Equally simple are its 
deductions, which it arrives at by means of a small number 
of intuitive principles, and which are frequently little more 
than loosely connected conceptions or pictures. 



The artless nature of popular genius betrays itself clearly in 
the legends it creates. Thus the number of personages and 
of events of which it preserves any remembrance is few 
indeed; its heroes never exist side by side, but succeed each 
other, and the latest inherits all the greatness of his 
predecessors. 

Antiquity has bequeathed to us many famous examples of 
this phenomenon of absorption. The struggles of many 
centuries concentrated themselves under the walls of Troy, 
while Solon and Lycurgus bear off the honours of a 
prolonged legislative evolution at Athens and in Sparta. In 
less remote times it is Alexander, Caesar and Charlemagne 
who, in their respective lands, fire the popular imagination, 
and on the heads of these chosen heroes all the honours 
accumulate. Brilliant feats of arms which rouse enthusiasm 
are attributed to the national hero, public benefits are all 
due to him, and everything of note throughout the country 
is in some way connected with his name. 

Were we to believe what legend tells us there is scarcely in 
the whole town of Alexandria a single stone that was not laid 
by Alexander the Great himself. Since the day when Tiberius 
turned the rock of Capri into the scene of his debaucheries 
he has become, so to speak, a tutelary genius whose 
beneficent hand has left traces of its activity in every corner 
of the isle. 

It is obvious that this custom of accumulating on a single 
head all the glories of preceding heroes affects very 
markedly the true proportions of the persons concerned. The 
splendour of the apotheosis is sometimes such that the hero 
entirely loses his true physiognomy and emerges in 
complete disguise. Thus Virgil, having become the idol of 
the Neapolitans, ceased to be the inspired poet in order to 
be converted into the governor of the city . 1 Local tradition 



at Sulmona has transformed Ovid into everything that he 
was not: a clever magician, a rich merchant, a prophet, a 
preacher, a sort of paladin, and - who would believe it? - a 
great saint. 

Historic truth is put wholly out of court on these occasions, 
for it is an understood thing that the really popular hero 
plays a part in all important events; that nothing generous, 
noble or useful can be accomplished without the 
intervention of the great man who monopolises the 
sympathies of the populace. In the religious sphere the idol 
of all hearts is the saint specially venerated in the district 
Here, it is Saint Martin whose name crops up at every turn; 
there. Saint Patrick. The enthusiasm of the people has not 
failed to enlarge the sphere of their activities, including 
among these a number of incidents detached from their 
historic setting, or despoiling, for their benefit, the eclipsed 
heroes of an earlier stage of development. 

Above all, do not expect the populace to distinguish 
between namesakes. Great men are so rare! What likelihood 
is there that there should have lived two of the same name? 
It is this sort of reasoning which has persuaded the 
inhabitants of Calabria that Saint Louis, on his return from 
the first Crusade, sojourned in several of their towns, 
whereas, in truth, he never set foot in the district. The king 
Louis who passed through the Neapolitan provinces with the 
remains of his army of Crusaders was Louis VII. When the 
canonisation of Louis IX. had cast into the shade the memory 
of all his predecessors, it became quite natural to substitute 
him for the other Louis in the popular memory. In the same 
way, by the simple force of attraction, as early as the fourth 
century, incidents borrowed from the life of Cyprian of 
Antioch became interpolated in that of Cyprian of Carthage. 
It was almost inevitable that the illustrious martyr should 
inherit from the earlier and more obscure Cyprian. In the 



same way Alexander the Great and Charlemagne absorbed 
the achievements of all their namesakes. 

It may be seen from this that the populace is never 
disturbed, as we are, by chronological difficulties. No one, for 
instance, was startled by hearing it read out that Saint 
Austremonius, in the reign of the Emperor Decius, was sent 
to Auvergne by Saint Clement. To the popular mind it was 
perfectly natural that, in the same early days, there should 
have been both dukes and counts; and why should any one 
have suspected that it was an anachronism to bestow the 
title of archdeacon on Saint Stephen and Saint Lawrence, 
who certainly were very far from being mere ordinary 
deacons? 

Neither was the popular mind disturbed bygeography, and 
questions of distance scarcely existed for it. Men listened 
without lifting an eyebrow to stories in which Caesarea 
Philippi is confused with Caesarea of Palestine, and in which 
a war is referred to as breaking out between the latter town 
and Carthage. The caravan of seventy camels sent by 
Isquirinus, Prefect of Perigueux, into the desert to seek for 
the seventy monks who were dying of hunger, did not 
appear to them any less interesting because the said desert 
is situated on the banks of the Dordogne. I am prepared to 
believe that men would be more exacting concerning the 
topography of their native country, a knowledge of which is 
forced upon them by their own eyes. But why trouble about 
distant scenes? 

As for history, the popular intelligence conceives of it in the 
same spirit of naive simplicity. Let us see, for instance, what 
impression has been preserved of persecutions under the 
Roman Empire. To begin with, no distinction is made 
between the emperors who have ordered and those who 
have merely authorised proceedings against the Christians. 



There is but one epithet, impiissimus, by which all alike are 
described, whether reference is made to Nero, Decius and 
Diocletian or to Trajan, Marcus Aurelius and Alexander 
Severus. All are held to'be animated by the same degree of 
insensate fury against Christianity, and to have no other 
thought but that of destroying it. Frequently it is the 
emperor in person who summons the Christians before his 
tribunal, even though he be compelled to undertake 
journeys of which history has preserved no record. It is, 
however, obvious that the head of the State cannot be 
everywhere. This is no obstacle to his fury. He has emissaries 
who scour the empire and represent him worthily. 
Everywhere Christians are outlawed, hunted down and 
dragged before monsters of judges, who contrive to invent 
appalling tortures that have never been inflicted even on 
the worst of criminals. Divine intervention, which prevents 
these refined torments from injuring the martyrs, serves to 
emphasize the cruelty of their persecutors, while at the 
same time providing an adequate and visible reason for the 
numbers of conversions which the rage of the executioners 
is unable to stem. 

Such, in brief, is the picture of the age of persecutions as 
recorded in popular legend. The variations in legislative 
enactments, and the diversity in the application of the 
edicts, the very marked individuality of certain of the great 
enemies of the Faith, the purely local character of some of 
the outbreaks of which the Christians were victims, do not in 
any sense appeal to the intelligence of the people, who 
much prefer a simple picture in vivid colours and strongly 
marked outline, to combinations of numerous and complex 
facts. 

Need we add that historical sequence has no existence for 
the populace? That, without exciting suspicion, one may 
assign the date of a martyrdom indifferently to the reign of 



any one of the impious Emperors Decius, Numerian or 
Diocletian? That the name of the judge is of no 
consequence, and that it is a matter of indifference whether 
the cruel Dacianus could or could not persecute at one and 
the same time in Italy and in Spain? The long list of the 
Popes is unfamiliar to them, and the part played by a Pope 
Cyriacus was not sufficient to bring under suspicion the 
legend of the eleven thousand virgins, any more than 
surprise was caused by the introduction of a Pope Alexander 
into the story of Saint Ouen. 

Thus robbed of their individuality, isolated in a sense from 
their period and their surroundings, and dragged from their 
natural setting, historical personages acquire, in the eyes of 
the people, an unreal and inconsistent character. For a vivid 
and clearly accentuated portrait as bequeathed to us by 
history, we substitute an ideal figure who is the 
personification of an abstraction: in place of the individual, 
the people know only the type. Alexander personifies the 
conqueror; Caesar, the organizing genius of the Roman 
people; Constantine, the Empire regenerated by Christianity. 

In the really popular hagiographic legends it is not Saint 
Lawrence, but the typical martyr that is brought upon the 
scene, just as later Saint Martin becomes the type of the 
missionary-bishop and miracle-worker. There is also the 
typical persecutor. Diocletian is the most prominent here, 
then certain judges who personify, so to speak, the cruelty 
of pagan justice. One of the most celebrated of these is the 
redoubtable Anulinus, who was, in reality, pro-consul of 
Africa during the great persecution. His name has become a 
synonym for executioner, and in a number of legends 
recourse is had to him to bring about the death of Christians 
at Lucca, at Milan and at Ancona, under Nero, Valerian, 
Gallienus and Maximianus, without counting the narratives 
in which his authentic exploits are recorded. 



It is scarcely surprising that the reading of certain 
hagiographic records should be monotonous work, or that 
there should be such remarkable resemblances between the 
acts of so many martyrs. While really historical documents 
such as the Acts of Saint Polycarp and of Saints Perpetua 
and Felicitas and of Saint Cyprian offer the most remarkable 
variations of detail, the legend of the martyrs is nothing but 
a mass of repetitions. This is the result of eliminating as far 
as possible the individual element, in order to retain only 
the abstract form. Every martyr, as a rule, is animated by the 
same sentiments, expresses the same opinions and is 
subject to the same trials, while the holy confessor who has 
earned his reward by an edifying life must needs have 
possessed all the virtues of his profession, which the 
hagiographer, the faithful mouthpiece of popular tradition, 
delights to enumerate. 

Here, for example, is the portrait of Saint Fursey, Abbot: "For 
he was comely to look upon, chaste of body, earnest in 
mind, affable of speech, gracious of presence, abounding in 
wisdom, a model of abstemiousness, steadfast in resolution, 
firm in right judgments, unwearied in longanimity, of 
sturdiest patience, gentle in humility, solicitous in charity, 
while wisdom in him so enhanced the radiance of all the 
virtues that his conversation, according to the Apostle, was 
always seasoned with wit in the grace of God." 
Unquestionably this is a noble eulogy. But might not the 
same be written of every saint? 

The biographer of Saint Aldegonde describes her in the 
following terms: "For she was irreproachable in conduct, 
persuasive of speech, merciful to the poor, quick at reading, 
most ready in answering, gentle to all, humble among great 
folk, to her juniors like one of their own age, and so devoted 
to abnegation in abstinence of food and drink that none of 
her companions could be compared with her." A few 



characteristic incidents revealing her admirable virtues 
would impress one far more than this conventional picture. 
But the popular mind can only retain a simple and general 
notion of sanctity. You ask for a portrait and you receive a 
programme. 

Moreover the programme can boast of very little variety. 
Poverty of invention is another of the characteristics of 
popular intelligence. Its developments all resemble each 
other, and its combinations offer but little interest. As for its 
creative faculties, they appear condemned to sterility the 
moment the public has come into possession of a sufficient 
number of fairly interesting themes and topics to fit the 
situations of more ordinary occurrence. 

The comparative study of folk-lore has revealed the fact that 
the same stories recur among all races and in all countries, 
that they can all be traced back to a limited number of 
identical themes, and that they have spread themselves 
over the world from a common stock. 

Every one is aware that even in our own day celebrated 
sayings are constantly re-issued under fresh headings, that 
amusing anecdotes are perpetually transferred from one 
person to another, and that, to quote but a single classical 
example, there is not a town without its legendary absent- 
minded citizen, everywhere the victim of identical 
misadventures. 

The study of ancient authors supplies us with innumerable 
examples of the transmission of legendary themes. We have 
only to glance through the descriptions of celebrated sieges 
as told by the old chroniclers to discover that the effects of 
famine, the patriotism of the besieged, and the cunning 
artifices designed to deceive the enemy as to the resources 



of the town, are almost invariably described in identical 
terms. 

Thus when the Gauls besieged Rome the soldiers were 
reduced to soaking the leather of their shields and sandals 
in order to eat it. The same fact occurred, if we are to accept 
the evidence of Livy, at the siege of Casilinum during the 
second Punic war, and again, according to Josephus, at the 
siege of Jerusalem. During the same siege of Rome the 
women sacrificed their hair to weave into ropes; while the 
women of Carthage, Salonae, Byzantium, Aquileia, Thasos 
and many other cities were equally capable of a devotion 
that may well be called heroic. In the same way the 
chronicles of the Middle Ages are full of ingenious 
manoeuvres invented to deceive the enemy who forthwith 
falls into the trap and raises the siege. In order to appreciate 
the historic value of these curious narratives, it is sufficient 
to place them side by side with others of the same 
description. 

One might vary indefinitely the examples given, and quote 
curious cases of quaint legends becoming acclimatised in 
the most incongruous localities. Strange as it may seem, the 
Irish have thought fit to borrow from King Midas his ass's 
ears, with which to adorn at least two of their kings. 

A systematic classification of legendary themes furnished by 
hagiographic documents would lead to similar conclusions. 
Many striking episodes which an inexperienced reader 
would be tempted to take for original inventions are mere 
reminiscences or floating traditions which cling sometimes 
to one saint, sometimes to another. 

The miraculous crucifix which appeared to Saint Hubert 
between the antlers of a stag, is in no sense the exclusive 
property of this saint. It may be found equally in the legend 



of Saint Meinulf and that of Saint Eustace, as well as in those 
of many others in which variations of detail render the 
theme less easily recognisable. Lists of saints have been 
compiled who all vanquished dragons, but all these 
enumerations would have to be greatly enlarged before one 
could in any way hope to exhaust the subject. For myself, I 
see no object in doing so. It is almost always a waste of time 
to seek to identify the historical fact which has been 
responsible for the introduction of such epic incidents in the 
life of a saint. We might as well institute inquiries as to why 
a seed borne by the wind has fallen on any particular spot. 

It is with reason that a critic has taken exception to a detail 
in the acts of Saints Sergius and Bacchus. The body of the 
latter martyr having been flung out on the highway, was 
protected from dogs by birds of prey. A similar miraculous 
protection was accorded to the remains of Saint Vincent, 
Saint Vitus, Saint Florian, and Saint Stanislaus of Cracow, 
while we must not omit the eagle summoned by Solomon to 
watch over the body of David, or other similar narratives 
drawn from Talmudic literature. Nor, since we are on the 
subject of eagles, should we forget that the miraculous bird 
who spread his wings to protect Saint Servatius, Saint 
Bertulph, Saint Medard and others from sun and rain is to be 
met with elsewhere than in hagiogtaphic documents. 

We read in the life of Saint Elizabeth of Hungary that, before 
starting on the Crusades, her husband presented her with a 
ring of which the precious stone possessed the property of 
breaking when a calamity happened to its donor. This 
legend, introduced into her life, no doubt on the strength of 
some historic incident, may be found with slight variations 
in the life of Saint Honoratus of Buzancais. It is a popular 
theme which has not only been turned to account in the 
romance of Flores and BlanchefJeur, but in the Arabian 



Nights, in a Kalmuk folk-tale, and in more than one Indian 
story. 

Again, the dramatic adventure that befell the page of Saint 
Elizabeth of Portugal is a Christian adaptation of a narrative 
that had its origin in India, while the story of the crucifix 
dropped into the sea by Saint Francis Xavier and brought to 
land by a crab is simply borrowed from Japanese mythology. 

At Valencia, in the Church of San Salvador, there is 
preserved a figure of Christ which drifted there miraculously 
by sea and up-stream; at Santa-Maria del Grao, the port of 
Valencia, there is another figure of Christ together with a 
ladder, the one used at His crucifixion, which was also 
carried by sea in a boat without crew or cargo. As the vessel 
came to a halt in mid-stream, an altercation arose between 
the inhabitants of the opposite banks for the possession of 
the sacred relics. To settle the matter, the boat was towed 
out to sea, where it was once more left to take what direction 
it pleased. Straightway it sailed up the river and became 
stationary close to Santa-Maria del Grao. 

In a similar strain Pausanias describes the coming of the 
statue of Hercules to Erythrae. It arrived by sea on a raft and 
came to a halt at the promontory of Juno called Cape Mesata 
because it was half-way between Erythrae and Chios. From 
the moment they espied the god, the inhabitants of each of 
the two towns did their utmost to attract it in their own 
direction. But the heavens decided in favour of the first. A 
fisherman of that town named Phormio was warned in a 
dream that if the women of Erythrae would sacrifice their 
hair in order to make a cable, they would have no difficulty 
in drawing in the raft. The Thracian women who inhabited 
the town made the sacrifice of their locks, and thus secured 
the miraculous statue for Erythrae. Except for the final 
details the two legends are identical. 



Nothing is more common in popular hagiography than this 
theme of the miraculous advent of a picture or of the body of 
a saint in a derelict vessel; equally common is the miracle of 
the ship that comes to a halt or of the oxen who refuse to go 
any farther, in order to indicate the spot mysteriously 
predestined for the guardianship of a celestial treasure, or to 
confirm some church in the legitimate possession of the 
relics of a saint. We need only recall the arrival of Saint 
James in Spain, of Saint Lubentius at Dietkirchen, of Saint 
Maternus at Rodenkirchen, of Saint Emmerammus at 
Ratisbonne, of the girdle of the Blessed Virgin at Prato, of 
the Volto Santo at Lucca. 

These miraculous voyages of crucifixes. Madonnas and 
statues of saints are particularly abundant in Sicily, as has 
been proved by recent researches. A similar inquiry in other 
countries would probably be rewarded with equally 
numerous discoveries. In Istria an occurrence of a similar 
nature is connected with the foundation of the Bishopric of 
Pedena by Constantine. 

The Greeks have not neglected to introduce into their lives 
of saints a theme which had proved so popular among their 
ancestors. The panegyrist of Saint Theodore Siceotes not 
only made use of it, but endowed the animal with a voice in 
order that it might declare in explicit terms the desire of the 
saint to rest on the spot he had selected for himself. The 
oxen which drew Saint Cyril of Gortina to the scaffold also 
stopped at the chosen spot in obedience to a divine 
command, and the reader will recall the role attributed to 
the camels in the history of Saint Menas of Egypt. 

It would be an endless task to draw up a complete list of the 
stock incidents of hagiography. We have already been able 
to show from examples that some of them go back to a very 
remote antiquity. That is a point that cannot be too strongly 



insisted upon. A number of the legendary themes to be 
found scattered through the lives of saints, in the histories of 
the foundation of celebrated shrines, and in the accounts of 
the origin of certain miraculous pictures, are to be met with 
in the classics. The people of ancient times would 
themselves have experienced great difficulty in indicating 
their origin. For them, as for us, they were as leaves carried 
hither and thither by the wind. 

The picture or letter dropped from heaven, the 
"acheiropoeetos" or picture not made by human hand, are 
by no means the invention of Christian narrators. The legend 
of the Palladium of Troy, the statue of Pallas Athene fallen 
from the sky, and many other similar legends, show how 
common such conceptions were among the ancients. Like 
ourselves they were familiar with holy pictures which shed 
tears, with statues bathed in sweat in times of calamity, with 
voices issuing from marble lips. 

The story of some object flung into the sea and recovered 
from the belly of a fish, to be met with in the lives of Saint 
Ambrose of Cahors, Saint Maurilius, Saint Magloire, Saint 
Kentigern and many others, is nothing more than a 
reminiscence of the ring of Polycrates, related by Herodotus. 
The swarm of bees that alighted on the cradle of Saint 
Ambrose, and which also visited Saint Isidore, had long 
before deposited its honey in the mouth of Pindar and in 
that of Plato. The miracle of the rock opening to receive 
Saint Theda and Saint Ariadne in order to snatch them from 
the pursuit of their persecutors is but an echo of the fable of 
Daphne, just as the story of Saint Barbara recalls that of 
Danae confined by her father in a brazen tower. 

Suetonius relates how Augustus, one day, when still a child, 
imposed silence on the frogs that were croaking near his 
grandfather's villa, and, it is said, he adds, that since then 



frogs have never croaked on that spot. The same marvellous 
incident is recounted of more than one saint: of Saint RieuI, 
Saint Antony of Padua, Saint Benno of Meissen, Saint 
George, Bishop of Suelli, Saint Ouen, Saint Hervatus, Saint 
James of the Marches, Saint Segnorina, Saint Ulphus. 

The reader will recall the vigorous language in which Saint 
Jerome, in the early part of his life or Saint Paul, summed up 
the horrors of the persecutions under Decius and Valerian: 
the martyr smeared with honey and exposed to the stings of 
insects, and yet another who protected himself against the 
snares of sensual desire by spitting out his tongue in the 
face of the temptress. The magic of Saint Jerome's style and 
the vivid relief of his pictures endow them with a semblance 
of originality to which they cannot lay claim. Martyrdom 
from insects, which, if we may believe Sozomen, was 
renewed under Julian, was but another reminiscence of the 
classics. Apuleius, among others, makes mention of it. As for 
the episode of the tongue, ancient writers have related the 
story on more than one occasion, attributing it now to the 
Pythagorean Timycha, now to Leaena the courtesan, and 
again to the philosopher Zeno of Elea. Saint Jerome, the 
recorder of this Christian adaptation of an ancient legend, 
did not succeed in giving it a permanent attribution. At a 
later date it was told of the martyr Nicetas, and Nicephorus 
Callistus repeats it once again in connection with an ascetic 
who lived in the reign of Diocletian. 

It seems scarcely necessary to remind the reader of the 
legend of the Seven Sleepers. The conception of a long 
sleep, which occurs in the history of Epimenides, has never 
ceased to have currency in folk tales, and it has been 
repeated with endless variations. 

The apparent complexity of certain legends and the startling 
effect of certain combinations which appear highly 



ingenious must not deceive us, and we must not hastily 
draw conclusions in favour of the creative faculty of popular 
genius. The historic elements which do not lend themselves 
to simplification are merely placed in juxtaposition, and 
bound together by a very slender thread. The result is 
usually an incoherent narrative, which in most cases is 
distinguished by its extraordinary improbability, though on 
occasions the effect is not devoid of impressiveness. 

The following, for example, is one version of the legend of 
the wood of the cross. Adam, driven from Paradise, took with 
him a branch of the tree of knowledge, which served him as 
a staff to the end of his days. This stick passed down from 
hand to hand to the patriarchs, and during the wars an 
angel hid it in a cave where it was discovered by Jethro while 
herding his flocks. In his old age Jethro sent a message to 
Moses to come and take the staff, which on the arrival of the 
prophet sprang miraculously towards him. Moses made use 
of it to hang from it the brazen serpent. Later Phineas 
became possessed of it and buried it in the desert. At the 
time of the birth of Christ the precise spot was revealed to 
Saint Joseph, who found the staff on the occasion of the 
flight into Egypt. He handed it on to his son Jacob, who gave 
it to the traitor Judas, and through him it came into the 
hands of the executioners of Jesus Christ, and from it the 
cross was made. 

It will be admitted that, reduced to these terms, the legend 
of the wood of the cross does not give, evidence of much 
wealth of invention, although the root idea of the mysterious 
continuity of the Old and the New Testament upon which the 
story has been clumsily built lends it a certain dignity. 

The legend of Judas's thirty pieces of silver runs on similar 
lines. The money was coined by the father of Abraham, and 
with it Abraham bought a field as a burial-place for himself 



and his family. Later the coins passed into the possession of 
the sons of Jacob, to whom they were paid over by the slave 
merchants who purchased Joseph. With the identical coins 
they paid for the corn which Joseph procured for them in 
Egypt. At the death of Jacob they were given in payment for 
the spices for his tomb, and thus passed into the land of 
Sheba, and there remained until they were sent with other 
gifts by the Queen of Sheba to Solomon's Temple. From 
Jerusalem the coins were transferred to Arabia, to return with 
the Magi. The Blessed Virgin took the money with her to 
Egypt, and there lost it. It was found by a shepherd, who 
hoarded it until, struck with leprosy, he went to Jerusalem to 
implore Jesus to cure him. As a thank-offering he presented 
the thirty pieces of silver to the Temple, and they thus 
became, in the hands of the chief priests, the price of Judas's 
be tray ah. But Judas repented, and restored the price of his 
sin to the priests, who gave half of it to the soldiers on guard 
at the sepulchre and the other half to the potter for the field 
to be a burying-place for strangers. 

By a succession of similar combinations men have 
succeeded in identifying the stone which served as a pillow 
for the patriarch Jacob with that which supports the throne 
of the Kings of England at their coronation in Westminster 
Abbey. One might quote many examples of such childish 
concatenations of historical reminiscences resulting in 
narratives which appear to be carefully elaborated, but 
which are, in reality, of puerile simplicity. 

Popular imagination in its workings has not been restricted 
to the famous names and great events of sacred history. It 
has frequently given itself free scope in relation to the 
history of certain well-known saints, who, owing to the 
existence of their tombs and the veneration paid to their 
memories, could neither be passed over in silence nor fused 
into one. The recognized procedure was to group them 



together, to imagine links of kindred or of some common 
action between them, to forge a history in which each 
should play a well-defined role, without ever stopping to 
inquire whether a particular saint might not be acting quite 
incompatible parts in two different stories. In this way, with 
the assistance of historical names and a topographical 
setting, whole cycles of purely imaginary legends have been 
composed. 

The best-known example of this is that of the Roman martyrs 
of whom the legends form a series of cycles each one 
embracing a certain number of saints who frequently had 
nothing in common save the place of their sepulture. Some 
of these legends are interesting and in places poetic; others 

- and they are in the majority - are trivial and meaningless. 
Nevertheless, if we study them as a whole, we can derive 
from them a picture which is not the result of design yet is 
none the less impressive; and if a poet had arisen to put into 
shape the raw material of these rude narratives, he might 
have drawn from them an epic poem of Christian Rome, from 
the foundation of the Mother and Mistress of Churches by 
Saint Peter, through the bloody conflicts of the days of 
persecution, down to the final triumph under Sylvester and 
Constantine. Unhappily the man of genius who might have 
endowed us with this work of art has never arisen, and our 
sense of the grandeur of the subject only gives us a more 
vivid perception of the poverty of the legends that remain to 
us, and the lack of inspiration and originality in the creations 
of the people at large. 

Part II 

Predominance of sense impressions over the inteiiigence - 
Locaiisation and foot-prints - Literary origin of certain of 
these - Iconographic iegends - Popuiar etymoiogy - Miracies 

- The soui of the peopie - Energy of expression - 



Exaggerated feeling - Ambitions of individual churches - 
Morality of the mob - Local claims 

The brain of the multitude has been shown to be narrow, 
incapable of coping with any large number of ideas at once, 
or indeed with even a single idea of any complexity, equally 
incapable of applying itself to prolonged or subtle reasoning, 
but, on the other hand, fully prepared to receive impressions 
through the senses. The idea may fade quickly away, but the 
picture remains; it is the material side of things which 
attracts the populace, and it is to sensible objects that all 
the people's thoughts and affections cling. In this respect 
popular intelligence scarcely exceeds the intellectual level 
of a child, who, equally indifferent to abstract concepts, 
turns instinctively towards that which appeals to the senses. 
All the child's ideas and reminiscences are indissolubly 
linked to material and palpable objects. 

Thus it is that great men live far less in the memory of their 
countrymen than in the stones, rocks or buildings with 
which it pleases people to connect their names. For, in the 
first place, the popular mind craves for what is definite and 
concrete. It is not satisfied with knowing that some 
celebrated personage passed through the country. It wishes 
to identify the precise spot on which he stood, the tree that 
gave him shelter, the house in which he lodged. Thus we 
have Alexander's oak, shown in the days of Plutarch near 
the Cephisus to mark the spot where he pitched his tent at 
the battle of Chaeronea; Horace's house at Venusium, an 
ancient ruin shown under his name even in our own day, 
although no historical tradition connects it with the poet; 
and finally Virgil's house at Brindisi, the remains of a 
structure only built in the sixteenth century. 

In the same way the populace always feels constrained to 
explain the origin or the purpose of whatever impresses it 



and to bestow a name upon every object that excites its 
attention. Like a child it contents itself with the first 
explanation that soothes its imagination and satisfies its 
craving for knowledge, while reflection and the critical 
faculty never enlighten it concerning the insufficiency or 
improbability of what it invents. Thus it becomes a matter of 
course that people should transfer to the curious features of 
natural scenery or to the constructions of bygone ages, both 
the pictures that haunt their imagination and the celebrated 
names that live in their memory. It is one and the same 
psychological cause, which, all the world over, has bestowed 
well-known names on rocks of unwonted shape or natural 
grottoes which attract attention. 

In the religious sphere the popular instinct asserts itself very 
emphatically in both these directions. 

From this point of view nothing is more instructive than 
accounts of pilgrimages to celebrated shrines and more 
especially to the Holy Land. The earliest narratives by pious 
pilgrims betray no trace of the ignorance and hesitation of 
our most learned exegetes in topographical matters, and 
with glorious assurance they will point out to you the precise 
spot where David composed his psalms, the rock smitten by 
Moses, the cave that sheltered Elijah, without counting the 
places mentioned in the Gospels of which not one is 
forgotten, not even the house of the wicked Dives, or the 
tree into which Zaccheus climbed. To show the extent to 
which material things dominate the intelligence and stifle 
the powers of reflection, people have pretended to have 
seen the "corner-stone which the builders rejected," and 
have begged for relics "de lignis trium tabernaculorum," 
those three tabernacles which Saint Peter, in his ecstasy, 
proposed to erect on the mountain of the Transfiguration. 



In a similar way the names of saints are frequently linked 
with monuments or remarkable places which appeal to the 
popular imagination. Thus it is quite natural that in Rome 
the Mamertine prison should be selected as the scene of St 
Peter's imprisonment, and that men should be enabled to 
point out the precise spot where Simon Magus fell: SHex ubi 
cecidit Simon Magus. Neither is it surprising that in Ireland 
so many places are connected with the memory of Saint 
Patrick, or at Naples with that of Saint Januarius, or in 
Touraine and the neighbourhood of Autun with Saint Martin. 

It is furthermore only a particular example of a universal 
phenomenon that people should recognize in the hollows of 
rocks the imprint of the feet, hands or knees of Saint Peter, 
Saint George and Saint Martin, just as in other localities one 
is shown the footprints of Adam and Abraham, of Moses and 
Buddha. That a large number of such attributions, more 
especially in the case of megalithic monuments, should 
have been Christianized, and that the Blessed Virgin and the 
saints should have been substituted for the heroes of 
heathen legends, need excite no surprise. Whether Saint 
Cornelius, in preference to all others, by turning the soldiers 
of King Adar to stone, should have created the long lines of 
menhirs at Camac and Erdeven in Brittany, or whether it was 
a fairy rather than Saint Frodoberta, who dropped a lapful of 
stones, useless for building purposes, near the lake of 
Maillard in the department of Seine-et-Marne, the popular 
tradition remains unaffected, testifying in each case that 
there is as yet no advance beyond the intellectual level of 
childhood. 

It must not be forgotten that very precise identifications of 
locality may frequently be traced to a purely literary origin. 
Thus at Verona, where Romeo and Juliet only lived in the 
imagination of poets, travellers are shown both their palace 
and their tomb, while the two ruined castles perched on the 



neighbouring hills have become those of the Capulets and 
Montagues. In Alsace are we not shown the forge' which 
Schiller has "immortalised" by his ballad of Fridolin, and the 
castle of the Counts of Saverne, who none the less never 
existed? This last example proves that in these cases 
tradition does not take long to germinate and blossom. Until 
the old legend was turned into verse by Schiller in 1797, 
Alsace had never been regarded as the home of the 
incident. Yet it was sufficient for the ballad to become 
popular for the event to be materialized and localized in the 
most precise fashion. 

Of such topographical transference to suit the requirements 
of a legend there is no lack of examples in hagiography. At 
Sofia (Sardica), near the Church of Saint Petka (Parasceve), 
may be seen an ancient tree-trunk partially built into the 
wall and scored with many notches. The people call it the 
tree of Saint Therapon, and believe that the saint suffered 
his martyrdom near by. On his feast-day, 27th May, they go 
in pilgrimage to the spot, and make a point of carrying away 
with them some small piece of the sacred tree to which they 
attribute miraculous virtues. Now, in point of fact. Saint 
Therapon did not die at Sardica; he was a native of Sardis, 
but according to the legend a great oak-tree sprang up from 
the ground that had been soaked with his blood. This 
evergreen oak was said still to exist and to cure every 
disease. The confusion between Sardis and Sardica having 
once established itself, it became easy to transplant the 
miraculous tree. 

In the face of facts such as these, need we insist on the 
illusory nature of the process which consists in tracing the 
itinerary of a saint by means of the landmarks established 
by legends? If this has sometimes been attempted, it has 
not been precisely in the higher interests of history. 



Popular imagination in the past has not exercised itself 
solely on rough-hewn stones and buildings. Carved figures 
wrongly interpreted have proved the starting-point of a 
number of quaint legends. A poet is represented with his 
foot on a large book: he must be the most learned of men, 
for he can read with his feet. The two fine equestrian statues 
on Monte Cavallo (now Piazza del Quirinale) in Rome gave 
currency during the Middle Ages to a most curious tale. It 
was said that they represented two celebrated philosophers 
named Phidias and Praxiteles, who came to Rome during the 
reign of Tiberius, and had the singular habit of walking 
about the city in a state of nudity, in order to inculcate the 
vanity of the things of this world. 

Every sort of invention has been forthcoming to explain the 
representations of saints. It was obviously the common 
people who created the naive legend of the saints who carry 
their own heads, suggested by a prevalent iconographic 
type, and the legend of Saint Nicholas and the three 
children is usually traced to a similar source. A symbol 
interpreted in a materialistic sense has built up a regular 
romance around an incident in the life of Saint Julian, and 
we shall see later on that the extraordinary history of Saint 
Liberata or Uncumber merely translates into popular 
language the explanation of certain peculiar features in a 
picture. 

The following is another example, drawn from hagiography. 
An inscription, now to be seen in the Marseilles Museum, 
makes mention of a certain Eusebia, Abbess of Saint 
Quiricus, Hie requiescit in pace Eusebia reiigiosa magna 
anceiia Dei, etc., without any indication that would lead one 
to assume the existence of any cultus of this admirable 
woman. But her body had been laid in a sarcophagus of 
older date adorned with the figure of the dead person for 
whom it had been originally intended. It was the bust of a 



beardless man, which, in the course of time, had become 
damaged and mutilated. This fact was sufficient to give rise 
to a legend, and it was told how Saint Eusebia, abbess of a 
convent at Marseilles, and her forty companions cut off their 
noses to escape from the violence of the Saracens. "Quam 
traditionem confirmat generosae. illius heroinae effigies, 
dimidia facie et naso praeciso supra tumulum posita cum 
epigraphe," writes a Benedictine, quoted by M. Le Blant. 

Again, more than one legend owes its existence to names 
incorrectly understood or to resemblances of sound. To the 
curious examples of popular etymology collected by various 
learned authors, we might add a large number of cases 
bearing specially on hagiography. We must, however, restrict 
ourselves to a few cursory indications. 

The Church of Saint Nereus and Achilleus on the Appian Way 
close to the Thermae of Caracalla formerly bore the name of 
Titulus de Fasciola. Opinions differ as to the meaning of the 
title. Some consider Fasciola to be the name of the 
foundress. Others regard it merely as a topographical 
expression of obscure origin. The erudite may hesitate: 
popular legend sees no cause for hesitation. The name 
Fasciola is a reminiscence of Saint Peter. As he was passing 
by the spot on leaving prison he dropped the bandage that 
bound up his injured leg. "Tunc beatissimus Petrus," says an 
old writer, "dum tibiam demolitam haberet de compede ferri, 
cecidit ei fasciola ante Septisolium in via nova." Here, 
indeed, we may see the naivete of a people who imagine 
that a great man cannot even drop a handkerchief without 
the spot being immediately marked and remembered in 
order that the incident may be recorded by a monument. 

The influence of sound on the popular impressions formed of 
certain saints is well known, and we are aH aware that at 
times something little better than a pun decides the choice 



of a patron. Thus, in France, Saint Clare is invoked by those 
who suffer from their eyes because she enables people to 
see clearly, Saint Ouen cures deafness because he enables 
them to hear {oulr)-, Saint Cloud cures boils {clous). Again, in 
certain parts of Germany Saint Augustine is believed to rid 
people of diseases of the eye {Auge), and in others of a 
cough {Husten). Writers have drawn up lists of these 
conceits, which are not solely due to popular imagination, 
and which learned men have amused themselves by 
multiplying. There is one of comparatively recent date which 
enjoys a surprising and regrettable popularity: Saint 
Expeditus, thanks to his name, has been acclaimed as the 
advocate of urgent causes. 

It also happens that, under the influence of phonetic laws, 
the names of certain saints have become quite 
unrecognisable. On the Via Porto near Rome there may be 
seen a little country church belonging to the basilica of 
Santa Maria in Via Lata, known under the title of Santa 
Passera. Who is this saint who may be searched for in vain in 
the Calendar? Will it be believed that the name and the 
chapel are intended to recall the translation of the relics of 
Saints Cyrus and John, martyrs, formerly honoured at 
Menouthis near Alexandria? Saint Cyrus, Abbacirus, has 
finally become transformed into Passera. Has the 
metamorphosis ended there, or has the new saint acquired a 
legend of her own? I do not know, but even were it so I 
should feel no astonishment. The least that could be done 
Was to confuse Saint Passera with Saint Praxedes, and sure 
enough the opportunity has not been missed. 

We have surely said enough to show how, among the 
people, the senses predominate over the intelligence, and 
how owing to the lethargy of their brains they are unable to 
rise to an ideal conception, but stop short at the matter, the 
image, the sound. It is furthermore by this spiritual 



feebleness that one must account for the blind attraction of 
the populace for the miraculous and the sensibly 
supernatural. The thought of the invisible guidance of 
Providence does not suffice; the interior working of grace 
offers nothing that can be grasped, and the mysterious 
colloquies of the soul with God must be translated into 
palpable results in order to produce any impression on the 
popular mind. The supernatural is only impressive when it is 
combined with the marvellous. Hence it is that popular 
legends overflow with marvels. Visions, prophecies and 
miracles play a necessary part in the lives of saints. 

We shall not refer here to the wonders accomplished through 
the intercession of the miracle-working saints on behalf of 
those who visit their tombs or touch their relics; these 
constitute a special category which deserves separate 
treatment. But the narrative of the acts of the saint himself 
is, as it were, impregnated with the miraculous. Even before 
his birth his greatness is foreshadowed, and his cradle is 
enveloped in visible signs of divine protection. Angels guard 
his footsteps. Nature obeys him, wild beasts recognize his 
authority. In urgent peril he can always count on the 
intervention of the celestial powers. One might almost say 
that God Himself seems to favour the very caprices of His 
friends and seems to multiply miracles without any apparent 
motive. The staff of Saint Gangericus (Gery) remained 
upright throughout the prayers of the saint, and the same 
thing occurred while Saint Junianus conversed with King 
Clothair. Various saints hung their cloaks on a sunbeam or 
brought birds to life when they were already turning on the 
spit. Blessed Marianus Scotus had no need of a candle when 
writing at night as his fingers gave out the necessary light. 

In answer to the prayer of Saint Sebald, a peasant obtained 
a similar privilege until he had found his strayed oxen. An 
eagle sheltered Saint Ludwin from the sun's rays with his 
wings, and the servant of Saint Landoald brought his master 



fire in the folds of his robe. The miracle of Joshua was 
renewed, we learn, in the person of Saint Ludwin in order to 
allow him to confer ordination on one and the same day at 
Reims and at Laon. In this direction popular imagination 
knows no bounds, nor can it be denied that, more especially 
in certain surroundings, among nations of a poetic 
temperament, these bold and naive fictions frequently 
attain to real beauty. 

One must not, however, exaggerate the fertility of these 
hagiographic trovatori. A methodical classification of the 
themes employed by them compels one to realize that 
repetitions are numerous, and that it is chiefly by means of 
new combinations of familiar topics that an appearance of 
variety is conferred on different groups of legends of the 
saints. Above all, we must be on our guard against the belief 
that from the aesthetic point of view the level of the 
miraculous creations of popular hagiography is, as a rule, a 
high one. Putting aside an occasional happy thought or a 
few interesting ideas worked out with some ingenuity, the 
material of these biographies is as a rule deplorably 
commonplace even where it is not beyond measure 
whimsical and extravagant. The imagination, over-excited 
by the craving for the marvellous, and possessed by a 
burning desire to outstrip one extraordinary narrative by 
another more extraordinary still, has only too frequently 
overstepped all bounds in a region in which an unlimited 
field appears to open out before the creative faculties. 

The familiar miracle of the arrival of relics on a derelict 
vessel ended by appearing tame and vulgar. Some one, 
therefore, invented the idea of a heavy sarcophagus floating 
on the water. It was in a stone coffin that Saint Mamas 
landed in Cyprus, as also did Saint Julian at Rimini and Saint 
Liberius at Ancona. For a babe to leap in its mother's womb 
like Saint John the Baptist was not enough to foreshadow the 



greatness of a saint. Saint Fursey spoke before his birth, so 
also did Saint Isaac, who made his voice heard three times in 
one day. This miracle scarcely surpasses that of Saint 
Rumwold, an infant who lived but three days after birth, but 
who not only repeated his profession of faith in such a way 
as to be understood by all present, but also preached a long 
sermon to his parents before breathing his last. 

In the Acta Petri we read not only of a child seven months 
old addressing violent reproaches "in manly tones" to Simon 
Magus, but also of a big dog who conversed with Saint Peter 
by whom it was entrusted with a message for Simon. 
Commodianus has also commemorated a lion who 
miraculously made a speech in support of the preaching of 
Saint Paul. Such narratives may perhaps be mere 
reminiscences of Balaam's ass, unless indeed the incidents 
were inspired by a study of the fabulists. 

These excesses lead us to speak of the passions to which the 
popular mind is liable, passions intense and unrestrained, 
and impressing everything they touch with that element of 
exaggeration and even of violence of which so many 
legends have preserved the trace. The populace can only be 
moved by strong emotions, and it has no idea of keeping its 
feelings under control. It takes no account of delicate 
shades, and just as it is incapable of perceiving them so it is 
incompetent to express them. But it makes use of energetic 
language to affirm its impressions and enunciate its ideas. 

The following fact concerning Saint Cataldus is a small 
example from among many. His sanctity having betrayed 
itself by extraordinary manifestations which appeared to be 
miraculous, an ecclesiastical commission was appointed to 
pronounce on their nature. This was too simple for literary 
effect. Consequently the legend relates how the Pope, 
followed by all the cardinals, went in procession to the house 



of Cataldus and visited it from cellar to garret. The device 
reminds one of the methods of those painters whose whole 
talent lies in the suggestion of life and movement. 

Need we add that popular admiration, not seldom ill 
bestowed, is always quite unmeasured? The multitude 
endows its favourites with every great quality, and cannot 
tolerate the idea that others should appear superior to them. 
We may quote here, although it has no connection with the 
history of the saints, a legend that is particularly instructive 
from this very point of view, the legend of Saladin. The 
admiration and sympathy which his personal qualities and 
especially his moderation and humanity inspired in his 
prisoners gave rise to a most improbable story, but one 
which emphasizes in a remarkable way the enthusiasm with 
which he was regarded. Nothing would satisfy his admirers 
but to connect this Mussulman prince with a French family, 
and to make of him a knight and next door to a Christian. 
Again, when popular imagination was fired by the great 
expeditions to the Holy Land, it seemed impossible that a 
warrior such as Charlemagne should not have taken part in 
them: accordingly from that time forth the Crusades became 
one of the episodes in the history of that popular hero. 

Under such circumstances is it surprising that all the saints 
should be endowed with all the virtues, and that in a period 
when illustrious birth added markedly to a person's merit, a 
patent of nobility should invariably have been made out in 
their favour? But what was valued even more than noble 
birth was the honour of having belonged to our Saviour's 
immediate following. People had no hesitation in identifying 
the ancient patrons of churches with certain personages who 
are mentioned in the Gospel, or who were supposed to have 
taken part in some scene in the life of Christ. Thus Saint 
Ignatius of Antioch became the child whom our Lord showed 
to the people when He enjoined upon them the humility and 



simplicity of childhood; Saint Syrus of Pavia became the boy 
with the five loaves; Saint Martial held the towel at the 
washing of the feet; and Saint Ursinus read aloud during the 
Last Supper. 

It may readily be conceived that the legends tracing back to 
Christ or to Saint Peter the mission of the first bishops of 
important dioceses were not solely inspired by a 
disinterested love of the saint. The passion for a noble 
ancestry which caused first the Romans and then the Franks 
to connect themselves with the heroes of the Iliad, 
discovered this fresh form of self-flattery, and the impulse 
once given, one church vied with another in claiming the 
honour of apostolic foundation. 

In the East these claims appear to have had their origin in a 
literary fraud. The forger who disguised himself as Dorotheus 
of Tyre drew up a list of the names of all the persons 
mentioned in the New Testament, and bestowed upon each 
orte an Episcopal See. He proceeded with so much haste 
that he included various names that obviously had never 
been borne by a bishop; such as Caesar, which he borrowed 
from the words of Saint Paul, "All the saints salute you, 
especially they that are of Caesar's household" (Phil. 2:22), 
without realizing that the Caesar in question was no other 
than Nero. 

Among the churches of the West, and more especially 
among those of France, pretensions to apostolicity did not 
spring up with quite the same uniform impulse, and this is 
not the place to investigate the respective parts played by 
popular imagination and by literary fiction in the elaboration 
of these celebrated legends. What is important to note is 
that the inventors of these ambitious narratives could 
always count upon the complicity of the multitude in every 
enterprise that tended to flatter local sentiment. 



For we must not expect of people in the aggregate either 
keen intelligence or an enlightened morality. Taken 
collectively they are wholly devoid of that sense of 
responsibility which causes an individual to hesitate before 
a dishonest or irregular action. They have no scruples, and 
as everybody relies on his neighbour to examine the validity 
of the evidence brought forward, nothing is more easy in 
dealing with a crowd than to strike the chord of patriotism, 
vanity or self-interest. It matters, therefore, very little 
whether the interested imaginings of "apostolic" or other 
claims are of literary origin, or whether created by the 
people they have been simply disseminated by 
hagiographers who have become parties to the fraud by 
arranging and embellishing them. In either case they belong 
to the category of products of legendary growth, and 
constitute only the normal development of popular ideas 
and aspirations in the matter of ecclesiastical origins. 

Thus freed from all trammels the ambitious designs of the 
people know no limit, and their audacity does not recoil 
before any obstacle. Neither time nor distance will prevent 
them from claiming as their own special property any *saint 
whom they may elect to honour and whose glory they may 
desire to see reflected upon themselves. 

Every one is familiar with the legend of the great Saint 
Catherine. Both by her birth and by her martyrdom her 
biographers have connected her with the town of 
Alexandria. This has in no way deterred the Cypriots, thanks 
to a series of ingenious and discreditable artifices, from 
annexing a saint of whom the cultus no less than the legend 
has always been as popular in the Greek as in the Latin 
Church. 


Now Stephen of Lusignan declares that at Famagusta he 
read the Greek text of a life of Saint Catherine in which one 



learnt, first of all, that the famous Costos, father of the saint, 
was not King of Egypt at all, but King of Cyprus, and in proof 
of this that he bestowed his name on the town of Salamis, 
afterwards known as Constantia. At some political crisis 
Diocletian transferred Costos to Alexandria and confided to 
him the government of Egypt. It was at this period that 
Catherine was bom. It is well known with what care she was 
brought up, and how proficient she became in all the liberal 
arts. After the death of her father she returned to the island 
of Cyprus, where her uncle, learning that she had become a 
Christian, had her thrown into prison at Salamis - where the 
actual prison was shown in the time of Lusignan - and then 
sent her back to Egypt, where the Emperor Maxentius, 
despairing of her recantation, had her put to death. She 
suffered her martyrdom at Alexandria, which, adds the 
chronicler, caused it to be said that she was a native of that 
town. 

It might have been supposed that the Seven Sleepers of 
Ephesus would have been sufficiently protected against 
similar attempts both by their celebrity and by the 
marvellous details of the legend. Nevertheless the grotto 
where they slept their sleep of three hundred years has been 
shown in the neighbourhood of Paphos. Stephen of Lusignan 
expresses some surprise, but tries to persuade himself that 
the legend might refer to a different group from that of 
Ephesus. 

Saint Savinus is a martyr to whom honours are known to 
have been paid in the sixth century at Spoleto, where a 
basilica was erected to his memory. The inhabitants of 
Spoleto naturally regard him as their compatriot, but he is 
also claimed by those of Fermo, who possess his relics, and 
by those of Monselice. At Monte San Savino he has been 
made into a bishop of the neighbouring town of Chiusi. As 
for the people of Faenza, they invented a sojourn of the saint 



within their territory, and, after his martyrdom at Spoleto, a 
translation of his relics. Later on they attempted to pass him 
off as their first bishop. 

The bonds which the people seek to establish between 
themselves and a favourite saint are not always as close as 
this. Often they are satisfied with the honour of having 
received him, alive or dead, within their city walls, and then 
all that is necessary is to imagine a journey which need in no 
way affect the main lines of his history. It is by means of this 
simple artifice that Saint Nicephorus, the celebrated martyr, 
has become a local saint in Istria, and that Saint Maurus has 
been claimed by so many towns - Rome, Fondi, Fleury, 
Lavello and Gallipoli, without counting Parenzo. 

We have now seen something of the processes of the 
anonymous author who creates legends. As he himself does 
not hold the pen, we have usually been compelled to have 
recourse to the hagiographer who registers his tales and 
discoveries. But so far we have only consulted this latter 
agent in those things in which he is the echo of the popular 
voice. In the following chapter we shall attempt to trace out 
what is specially his own, and to lay bare the secrets proper 
to his craft. 



Ill - The Work of the Hagiographer 

Part I 

The meaning of the term ''hagiographer'' - Literary methods 
- Moraiities - Ancient ideas concerning history - Speciai 
views of mediaevai hagiographers 

The unconscious mental processes of the people when 
occupied with the manufacture of stories about the saints 
leads, as we have shown, to a weakening and obscuring of 
historical testimony, sometimes even to its almost entire 
suppression. Have hagiographers proved themselves more 
faithful guardians of historical tradition? 

Let us remember, in the first place, that we do not propost to 
include under the term hagiographer every man of letters 
who has occupied his pen with the lives of saints. There are 
among them some who have simply recorded what they 
have seen with their eyes and touched with their hands. 
Their narratives constitute authentic historical memoirs no 
less than works of edification. These' candid witnesses, 
known to every one, and accepted on all sides as furnishing 
the most pure sources of hagiography, will be excluded from 
our present inquiry. Neither need we occupy ourselves here 
with that class of writers, possessing both literary power and 
the necessary information, who have undertaken to 
discharge the functions of a historian, men like Sulpicius 
Severus, Hilary of Poitiers, Fortunatus, Ennodius or 
Eugippius. They are the last representatives of classic 
antiquity, and their writings, instinct with art and life, must 
not be confused with the artificial productions of later 
periods, which affect at times to be inspired by them. Again, 
we write with similar respect of those conscientious 



biographers who, at various periods of the Middle Ages, 
succeeded in closely following these models, and produced 
work the value of which is in no way contested. We must 
reserve our full attention for those conventional and 
factitious productions composed at a distance from the 
events recorded and without any tangible relation to the 
facts. 

If we should mentally subtract from the martyrologies or 
lectionaries of the West and from the menologies of the 
Greek Church the writings which every one is agreed in 
accepting as historic documents, there will still remain a 
considerable collection of the Passions of martyrs and of the 
lives of saints of an inferior quality, amongst which some 
have been unanimously rejected by the critics, while others 
are regarded with suspicion. The authors of this residuum - 
for the most part anonymous - are the hagiographers whose 
methods we propose to study. The acts of the martyrs 
composed long after the persecutions -1 wish to emphasise 
this point - constitute the greater part of their literary wares. 
We shall therefore occupy ourselves almost exclusively with 
this class of compositions. It will be easy to extend to other 
writings what we shall have to say about these. 

There is no need for drawing a distinction between Greek 
and Latin authors. If from a purely literary point of view the 
former usually possess an advantage, as regards the historic 
sense there is nothing to choose between them, and in point 
of fact they constitute but a single group. 

The first question that should be addressed to an author the 
value of whose work one wishes to estimate, concerns the 
class of literature that he professes to produce, for it would 
be manifestly unjust to condemn, on the ground of historical 
inaccuracy, one whose only aim was to write a work of 
fiction. Certain hagiographic documents are clearly of this 



nature, they are parables or tales designed to bring home 
some religious truth or some moral principle. The author 
relates as a means of teaching, and never pretends to be 
dealing with real facts. Just as the ancient story-tellers 
brought kings and princes on the scene, so the Christian 
moralist would quite naturally fortify his precepts by the 
authority of a martyr or an ascetic. And even when it was 
not a question of inculcating some truth, but merely of 
giving pleasure to the reader by an attractive narrative, the 
outlines of a saint's life at a time when lives of saints were 
the favourite reading of the faithful, offered an element of 
interest that was not to be despised. 

More than one solemn lesson has been preached to the 
people in the guise of a hagiographic document. The 
celebrated Passio 5. Nicefori had no other aim, and the same 
may be said of the histories of Theodulus the Stylite, of Saint 
Martinianus, of Boniface of Tarsus, and of Cyprian of Antioch, 
the theme of which last may be recognised in the legend of 
Faust. What save a little religious romance is the oft- 
repeated tale of the adventures of a pious woman hiding 
herself in a monastery with the name and in the garb of a 
man, accused of misconduct and proved to be innocent after 
her death? The heroine is called, as the case may be, Marina, 
Pelagia, Eugenia, Euphrosyne, Theodora, Margaret or 
Apollinaria. It is obvious that this was a favourite theme 
among pious story-tellers. In many cases they did not put 
themselves to the trouble of inventing, but made shift with a 
simple adaptation. The story of OEdipus in all its gloomy 
horror has been applied to others besides Saint Gregory. 
Attributed in turn to Saint Albanus, an imaginary personage, 
to Saint Julian the Hospitaller, to a Saint Ursius and to 
others, it was widely read throughout the Middle Ages as the 
biography of a saint. And which of us to-day is unaware that 
the life of the saints Barlaam and Joasaph is merely an 
adaptation of the Buddha legend? In the mind of the monk 



John, to whom we owe it in its Christian form, it was nothing 
more than a pleasant and piquant narrative serving as a 
vehicle for religious and moral instruction. 

Nevertheless, fictions of this type are not without a certain 
danger. As long as they continue to be read in the spirit in 
which they were written, all goes well. But a moment comes, 
and in some cases comes very quickly, when people no 
longer recall the original intention of the story. Indeed the 
classification of literature is not always an easy task, and we 
can imagine our own great-grandchildren finding 
themselves much embarrassed by some of our contemporary 
novels of a vivid and convincing realism. In such cases, 
however, our ancestors suffered from no hesitations. In their 
eyes all noble narratives which delighted them were history, 
and the heroes therein depicted were genuine saints equal 
in all respects to those who enjoyed traditional honours. 

It also happened - though less frequently than one might be 
tempted to suppose - that, under favourable circumstances, 
these new saints quitted the literary sphere in which they 
had been created and really became the object of public 
devotion. The fact is greatly to be deplored wherever it 
occurred. Yet was it not the outcome of a natural evolution, 
and is it not likely to occur wherever hagiographic 
documents are accepted in an uncritical spirit? In point of 
fact it is quite unjust on such occasions to blame the 
hagiographer, and he might well reproach us in our turn. We 
should first ascertain what he intended to produce, and 
judge him only from his own standpoint. 

It is true that to the question of intention the hagiographer 
in most cases will reply that he intended to write history. 
Hence, in such cases it is important to ascertain what ideas 
he entertained concerning historical writing, and in what 
sense he understood the duties of a historian. It goes 



without saying that he did not entertain the same ideas on 
the subject as we do now. 

When we attempt to arrive at some understanding of how 
the ancients themselves understood history, we are less 
surprised at the naive conceptions concerning it held by 
men of letters in the Middle Ages. With rare exceptions - 
Polybius, who was never popular with the general public, 
might be quoted as one - classic antiquity saw but little 
difference between history and rhetoric. The historian holds, 
as it were, a place midway between the rhetorician and the 
poet. And when one remembers how easy a conscience 
rhetoricians had in matters of truth, it is not difficult to 
measure the distance that separates us from antiquity in our 
manner of judging the qualifications and duties of a 
historian. What for us is merely accessory, for the ancients 
was the very essence. Then historians had regard, above all 
else, to literary effect; material truth troubled them less, 
accuracy scarce at all, and of the critical spirit they had, as a 
rule, no conception whatever. The main thing was to give 
pleasure to the reader by the interest of the narrative, the 
beauty of the descriptions and the brilliancy of the style. 

It can easily be imagined that the Middle Ages which, in a 
sense, were the inheritors of the literary traditions of the 
ancients did not open up new paths in the domain of history. 
Above all, their tendencies were not in the direction of 
criticism. When the historian no longer desired to be 
restricted to the role of annalist or witness he became a 
compiler, one lacking discernment, and far more 
preoccupied with his readers' tastes than with a laborious 
quest after truth. The ancients who might have been his 
models knew as little as he did of those complicated 
processes by means of which we hope to disentangle the 
true from the false, and to reconstruct the characteristic 
features of a personage or a period. Moreover, the simple 



minds of these semi-barbarous scribes were lacking in the 
very first qualification for exercising the critical faculty in 
however slight a. degree. They were devoid of guile, and 
they never suspected that a written testimony might be 
false, or that a likely tale need not necessarily be true. The 
confusion between history and legend was never-ending. 
History, in the Middle Ages, meant everything that was told, 
everything that was written in books. 

It goes without saying that this elementary conception of 
history was shared by the hagiographers. Their writings, no 
less than their own declarations, testify to the fact. Nothing 
is more common in the prefaces to lives of saints than 
excuses for imperfections of form and a preoccupation 
concerning style. The author frequently laments his 
incapacity, and professes anxiety lest he should bore his 
reader. Meanwhile, he obviously ignores the many delicate 
problems that assail the historian, and, save in very rare 
instances, his only guarantee of the quality of his wares 
consists in commonplace protestations of sincerity which 
leave the reader wholly unmoved if they do not actually 
awaken his suspicions. 

Among the many hagiographers whom we might interrogate 
as to the manner in which, in their day, their profession was 
understood, here is one - the author of the Martyrdom of 
Saint Fortunata - who, in his opening lines, testifies to the 
discredit into which his predecessors and rivals had allowed 
the form of history which he professed to cultivate to fall. 
"Sanctorum martyrum passiones idcirco minoris habentur 
auctoritatis, quia scilicet in quibusdam illarum falsa 
inveniuntur mixta cum veris." The opening words are far 
from ordinary, and one asks oneself with a certain curiosity 
how the author proposes in the case of this new Passion that 
he has been engaged to write to give it that authoritative 
character which is so desirable. He hastens to let us into his 



secret: "Passionem sanctissimae virginis Fortunatae hac 
ratione stilo propriae locutionis express!, superflua scilicet 
resecans, necessaria quaeque subrogans, vitiata emendans, 
inordinata corrigens atque incomposita componens." 

Thus a writer, who is quite conscious that everything is not 
for the best in the hagiographic world, can suggest nothing 
more efficacious as regards the abuses he chronicles than 
improved editing and an amended style. The idea of 
undertaking fresh researches, of studying documents, of 
comparing and weighing evidence, has not even occurred to 
him. 

In point of fact the requirements of the reading public did 
not go beyond his suggestions. When the monk Theodoric 
arrived in Rome, the Canons of Saint Peter's begged him to 
turn his attention to the life of Pope Saint Martin, of whom 
they possessed a biography: "in tantum rusticano stilo 
praevaricata atque falsata, quae doctas aures terrerent 
potius quam mulcerent". It is the classic complaint of all 
those who would persuade an author to rewrite a biography 
or a martyrdom. They are shocked by the barbarity of the 
style. All else is indifferent to them. 

The hagiographer, then, is inspired by the ideas of history 
current in his day. Nevertheless he writes with a special and 
clearly defined object, not without influence on the 
character of his work. For he does not relate simply in order 
to interest, but above all else to edify. Thus a new form of 
literature is created which partakes at once of the nature of 
biography, panegyric and moral instruction. 

The inevitable pitfalls are too familiar to need recapitulation. 
It follows from the very purpose of his writing that the 
panegyrist is not bound to draw a portrait of which every 
detail is in precise accordance with the truth. Every one 



knows that he is painting an ideal picture, and that he is free 
to omit those aspects in which his hero appears to less 
advantage. In the same way the eulogy of a saint was held 
incompatible with the slightest suggestion of blame, and as 
the saints themselves were subject to human infirmities the 
task of the hagiographer intent on sacrificing nothing to 
truth presents difficulties of a somewhat delicate nature. 

His fidelity, as a rule, depends largely on his state of mind. 

If, for instance, while pursuing his aim of edification, he can 
persuade himself that the sins of the saint before and even 
after his conversion, far from clouding his glory, actually 
enhance the triumph of divine grace, he is not likely to leave 
the more human side of his hero in the shade, and will 
beware of placing him on those inaccessible heights which 
discourage imitators. But there exists a school of 
hagiographers who would gladly strike out the denial of 
Saint Peter from the Gospel, in order not to tarnish the 
aureola of the prince of the apostles. They submit 
themselves, more than we could wish, to the stern 
exigencies of their craft. But before we condemn them as 
faithless historians, we should ask ourselves whether the 
name of history, as we moderns understand it, should be 
applied to their writings at all. 

Nor must we omit to bear in mind a further circumstance 
which assists us to grasp the attitude of the mediaeval 
hagiographer. He was acquainted with two species of books: 
those in which every one was obliged to believe, i.e.. Holy 
Scripture in all its parts, and those to which no one was 
compelled to give credence. He was acutely conscious of the 
fact that his own writings belonged to the latter category, 
and that his readers were fully aware of it. Thus for him some 
books contained absolute truth, others only relative truth, 
and this conviction naturally gave him an easy conscience 
in regard to historic exactitude. Hence the feigned 



indignation, so frequently met with among hagiographers 
against all who do not give credence to their narratives. It 
betrays the man whose conscience is not entirely clear. 

Part II 

Sources - False attributions - Written Tradition - Oral 
Tradition - Pictorial Tradition - Relics of the Past - Choice of 
Sources - Interpretation of Sources - inscriptions - Use of the 
various Categories of Documents. 

We have already seen in what sense our pious authors 
usually interpreted their duties while professing to discharge 
the function of a historian. We have now to examine how 
they exercised it, and what historical elements we may look 
for in their work. Here, as always, it is a case of solving in 
each individual instance the twofold problem: What sources 
of information had they at their disposal, and what use did 
they make of them? 

As a general rule the hagiographer is not very eager to 
inform his readers from whence he has drawn his 
information. He may even display a certain affectation, not 
infrequently met with in classical authors, in hiding the 
sources of his knowledge. At other times he may pose as an 
ocular witness of facts drawn from some written document, 
or of incidents that he himself has invented. For if 
chroniclers worthy of credence have made justifiable use of 
the scriptural phrase, "What we have seen with our eyes, 
what we have beheld" (1 John 1:1), there have also been no 
lack of impostors to abuse it. Others have appropriated the 
familiar formula of Eusebius when he describes the 
persecution of Diocletian in Palestine, and by this means 
have passed themselves off as contemporaries. Above all, 
must we beware of authors who profess to have discovered 
engraved tablets. 



We must assume, so numerous are the examples of it, that 
the hagiographer felt justified in making use of the literary 
fiction which consists in speaking in the name of a disciple 
of the saint in order to give greater weight to his narrative. 
We are all acquainted with Eurippus, the pretended disciple 
of Saint John the Baptist; with Pasicrates, the servant of 
Saint George; Augarus, the secretary of Saint Theodore; 
Athanasius, the stenographer of Saint Catherine; Nilus, the 
companion of Saint Theodotus; Theotimus, the attendant of 
Saint Margaret; Evagrius, the disciple of Saint Pancratius of 
Tauromenium; Florentius, the servant of Saints Cassiodorus, 
Senator and Dominata; Gordianus, the servant of Saint 
Placidus; and Enoch, the witness of the doings of Saint 
Angelo. The above list might be considerably augmented. 

Another device was to place history under the patronage of 
some well-known name. Thus the Passion of Saints Menas, 
Hermogenes and Eugraphus is supposed to have been 
written by Saint Athanasius; the history of the image of 
Camuliana is attributed to Saint Gregory of Nyssa, and so 
on. 

Hence it becomes useless to interrogate the hagiographers 
themselves; it is their writings we have to examine, and to 
try to distinguish the elements of which they are composed. 

The classification of historical sources suggested by Droysen 
can be conveniently applied to hagiography. They may be 
grouped in two broad categories: tradition and antiquarian 
remains. 

In the first category we recognise primarily written tradition, 
i.e., narratives, annals, chronicles, memoirs, biographies, 
historical inscriptions and every other kind of writing. It 
seems superfluous to point out that all these classes of 
documents, according to circumstances, have been at the 



disposal of hagiographers. But it would be a mistake to 
conclude that lack of documents would usually restrain 
them from undertaking the task of historians or from writing 
the lives of saints. We must not necessarily conclude that 
they themselves were fully informed because they furnish 
the reader with a profusion of details. We shall see later by 
what means they supplemented inadequate sources. 

Another error, very widely spread, is to assume that in the 
first centuries of the Christian era authentic accounts were 
in existence of all the martyrs who were honoured with 
public worship, and to infer that the documents which 
clearly belong to a later date were derived from original 
contemporary sources. 

Thanks to special circumstances the Church in Africa was, in 
this respect, in a privileged position. Yet even here we must 
not exaggerate its resources. Saint Augustine, speaking of 
Saint Stephen, whose martyrdom is related in the Acts of the 
Apostles, made use of these significant words: "Cum aliorum 
martyrum vix gesta inveniamus quae in solemnitatibus 
eorum recitare possimus, huius passio in canonico libro est". 
It remains none the less true that the average value of 
hagiographic documents from Africa is very much higher 
than that of the materials bequeathed to us by most other 
Churches. 

Unhappily the mistake has been made of assuming in regard 
to others what is in reality only true of this solitary instance. 
On the faith of a text which has since been appraised at its 
proper value, various scholars have asserted that, in the 
Roman Church during the years of persecution, there existed 
a body of notaries entrusted with the duty of collecting the 
acts of the martyrs, and of this supposed corporation unfair 
advantage has been taken to give to the narratives of the 
Roman Legendarium a historic authority to which they have 



no sort of claim. It is certain that in the fourth century, when 
Damasus placed his famous inscriptions on the tombs of the 
martyrs, the people of Rome were ignorant of the history of 
the greater number of them. When the necessity made itself 
felt of providing a circumstantial narrative, the 
hagiographers had to dispense with any appeal to written 
tradition, for such did not exist. 

A second source of information is ora! tradition: the reports 
of contemporaries or eye-witnesses, accounts of indirect 
witnesses and narratives circulating among the people, in a 
word every unwritten historical or legendary report that 
might be used by the editor of the life of a saint. No doubt it 
has happened at times that hagiographers have gathered 
precious information from the lips of witnesses who spoke 
from first-hand knowledge. But how far more often must 
they have been satisfied with a tradition which had suffered 
from its transmission through tortuous channels. We have 
seen in the previous chapter how an incident preserved in 
the popular memory may undergo unconscious distortion 
and with what strange accretions the history of a hero may 
sometimes be enriched. The hagiographer has constantly 
found himself confronted by legendary narratives, the only 
ones with which oral tradition could furnish him. 

It is scarcely necessary to point out that it is not always easy 
to determine the precise origin of legendary data for which a 
hagiographer may make himself responsible. They are as 
likely to have been supplied him by literary as by oral 
tradition, and not infrequently he may have drawn from his 
own resources what we should at first be tempted to mistake 
for folk tales of spontaneous growth. After all, that which a 
whole people ends by saying must have been enunciated in 
the first place by an individual, and why should not the 
hagiographer who holds the pen have been the first to 
formulate some legendary detail? It is always with this 



mental reservation that we must accept oral tradition as met 
with in written documents. 

Thirdly, pictorial tradition must not be neglected, for it plays 
an important part in hagiography. Artists, as a rule, seek 
their inspiration in written or oral tradition. But at the same 
time it may happen that both these sources enrich 
themselves from the creations of painters and sculptors who 
transform and give back to them the ideas they had 
previously borrowed. We know beyond a doubt that certain 
authors of legends were directly inspired by the frescoes or 
mosaics before their eyes, among others Prudentius in his 
description of the martyrdom of Saint Hippolytus. The 
panegyric of Saint Euphemia by Asterius of Amasea is 
merely the description of a series of frescoes, and in the 
panegyric of Saint Theodore attributed to Gregory of Nyssa 
the orator draws the attention of his audience to the 
paintings of the basilica. More than one legend, as we shall 
see, owes its origin to the fantasy of some artist, or to a 
mistaken interpretation of some iconographic detail. 

Certain hagiographers have made a somewhat unexpected 
use of pictorial tradition. In the synaxaries of the Greek 
Church numbers of the biographies of illustrious saints 
conclude with a detailed portrait which in its precision would 
appear to reveal an eye-witness. When studied closely, 
however, it becomes obvious that these descriptions are 
simply borrowed from those manuals of painting from which 
Byzantine artists copied the features of the unchanging 
physiognomies of their saints. For those who have not 
recognised their origin the portraits might possess a quite 
exaggerated importance. 

This then is what tradition, in its various forms, can supply to 
the hagiographer: a more or less faithful picture of the past 
and certain traits of individual character. But the past has at 



times bequeathed to us something of itself, a building, an 
instrument, an authentic document. In the same way we 
often possess more of the saints than a mere memory; we 
may have their relics, their shrine, sometimes even their 
writings. From all these the historian draws inspiration; often 
indeed the hagiographer possesses no other documents 
than these relics of the past, a hallowed corpse, a tomb 
visited by pilgrims, a feast celebrated each year on the day 
of death. He knows this is insufficient to satisfy the eager 
curiosity of the people. If in spite of the lack of material he 
feels compelled to gratify popular taste we can guess what 
the result must be. 

We have now enumerated the ordinary sources of 
information at the hagiographer's disposal. Let us suppose 
him well furnished with materials, and we will try to watch 
him at his work. The bent of his mind will betray itself in his 
choice of documents and items of information, in the 
interpretation he puts upon them, and in the way he wields 
them together. 

In the first place, we must not expect a very judicious choice 
from our man of letters, who is forced to restrict himself and 
to give the preference to one authority rather than another. 
He has never learned how to weigh evidence, and all his 
sources appear to him of equal value. Hence he mingles the 
historic element indiscriminately with legendary lore, and it 
is not this last which goes to the wall when space forbids a 
lengthy narrative. 

Two hagiographic collections which first saw the light, one at 
the dawn of the Middle Ages, the writings of Gregory of Tours 
on the martyrs and confessors, the other the Golden Legend, 
at its culminating point, allow us to observe, so to speak in 
the very act, the methods of pious writers compelled to 
restrict themselves in their narrative. In both cases they had 



copious materials at their disposal, and deliberately 
neglected the sources that would have interested us the 
most in order to devote all their attention to the more 
marvellous features which betray in a marked degree their 
legendary character. 

In this they merely followed popular taste, instinctively 
drawn as we have seen towards everything that is 
miraculous and tangible, and it is perhaps to this very 
tendency that we must attribute the loss of the acts of a 
large number of saints who had enjoyed a widespread 
popularity. Thus, without wishing to affirm that there have 
ever existed written accounts of the deaths of the celebrated 
martyrs Theodore and Menas, whose cultus can be 
accurately localised, it is quite natural that the extraordinary 
interest displayed by the people in the fabulous tales 
circulated concerning them, should have encouraged the 
hagiographers to neglect more and more the more sober 
material furnished by their acts and even to eliminate it 
altogether. The study of manuscripts indeed has revealed 
the permanent fact that between a purely historical 
document and a touched-up version, adorned with fantastic 
developments and interlarded with fables, a mediaeval 
public rarely hesitated. It almost always happens that it is 
the less simple version which is preserved in the greater 
number of manuscripts, while often enough the primitive 
composition is only to be found in a single copy. 

The historical value of a work does not depend solely on the 
choice of authorities, but also on the interpretation put upon 
them and the treatment to which they are subjected. We 
might relate here, did we not fear to wander too far from our 
subject, what hagiographers and their assistants have 
occasionally been capable of deducing even from such 
documents as it required no special aptitude to interpret. 

The clearest texts may sometimes be misunderstood, and 



give rise to the most unexpected inferences. We must, 
however, restrict ourselves to one or two examples. 

It is known that the Scillitan martyrs suffered death on 17th 
July, 180, in the beginning of the reign of the Emperor 
Commodus. The wording of the Acts establishes it quite 
clearly from the first: Praesente bis et Condiano consulibus 
XVI. kal. Augustas. The first name was wrongly understood, 
and some one or other mistook it for a participle. This 
participle was exchanged for an equivalent, or something 
that was considered such: proesidente, proestatite, 
exsistente. At the same time Condianus became Claudianus, 
then Claudius, who in his turn was identified with the consul 
of that name in the year 200. Now in that year there were 
two emperors reigning side by side. The imperator 
mentioned in the text was easily corrected into imperatores. 
There was then nothing left to do save to add the names of 
the emperors Severus and Caracalla. This was done without, 
of course, any one suspecting what a revolution this 
apparently justifiable correction would introduce into the 
chronology of the Christian persecutions. We see from the 
result what comes of not being able to distinguish a name 
from a participle! 

If the name Amphibalus has been conferred on the saintly 
confessor to whom Saint Alban of Verulam gave shelter, it is 
merely because Geoffrey of Monmouth mistook a chasuble 
for a man. 

In the passion of Saint Fructuosus and his companions may 
be read the following interesting dialogue between the 
judge AEmilianus and the martyr: "Art thou a bishop?" 
Fructuosus, the bishop, said: "/ am". AEmilianus replied: 
"Thou hast been." And he sentenced them to be burned 
alive. A copyist, failing to perceive the sarcasm of the judge, 
read fustibus in the place of fuisti. The word by itself having 



no meaning, our hagiographer supplied boldly, Fustibus eos 
sternite, thus adding a fresh torture to the martyr in order to 
justify an inaccurate reading. 

It was possibly also a very slight error of some copyist which 
transformed into a miracle a quite natural incident related in 
the Acts of Saint Marciana. A lion, let loose in the arena, 
sprang furiously upon her, and stood over her with its paws 
on her chest; then having smelt her, turned away without 
doing her any injury: martyris corpus odoratus earn ultra 
non contigit. The author of a hymn in honour of Saint 
Marciana has been led to confuse oc/orare with adorare; 
unless indeed he himself wished to embellish the narrative 
of the hagiographer by writing: 

"Leo percurrit percitus 
Adoraturus veniens 
Non comesturus virginem." 

We must not omit to mention here a whole series of gross 
errors due to the carelessness of compilers of synaxaries or 
martyrologies who had summary methods of their own for 
dealing with any difficulties they might meet with in their 
editorial duties. Thus what could be more improbable than 
the feast of Saint Babylas with the three children in 
competition with that other Saint Babylas and his eighty- 
eight companions on the same date and with a more or less 
identical history? The origin of this duplication was an 
abbreviation in two letters which was mistaken for a number 
of two figures. A moment's reflection should have sufficed to 
correct the mistake. But our learned editors preferred to 
lengthen out the list of the saints. In the same spirit they 
invented the three groups of Saints Cosmas and Damian, 
without realising the absurdities they were gaily 
accumulating. Compared with such enormities the 
duplication of Saint Martin, thanks to a mere question of 



dates, appears a venial offence. It is probable that a similar 
origin must be assigned to the double Saint Theodore of the 
Greeks and the Latins. The two feast-days have given rise to 
two legends, and in this instance the man of letters would 
seem to have been the guilty party. For the common people, 
as we have seen, have their own ways of simplifying 
matters. They are more likely to fuse two personages 
together, than to create two in the place of one. 

We need not revert here to the curious explanations which 
popular imagination has occasionally invented concerning 
certain carved monuments of which the meaning was 
obscure. The hagiographers accepted such explanations 
with zest and embodied them in their narratives. If it was the 
people who created the legend of the "cephalophorous" or 
head-bearing saints, it was propagated by the 
hagiographers who bestowed upon it that special authority 
which the uneducated always accord to the written word. 

It has been said with truth that in all probability the Passion 
of Saint Eleutherius was partially inspired by the paintings 
or mosaics that adorned his sanctuary. More especially the 
scene in which Eleutherius, seated on a hillock, preaches to 
the animals grouped around him, recalls the familiar 
representations of Orpheus. And here a noteworthy detail 
presents itself. The writer asserts that the animals who 
listened to the saint, not being able to praise God with their 
voices, all lifted up the right foot. Obviously he had seen in 
the mosaic representations of animals walking. 

Our chroniclers have frequently had to pronounce on more 
embarrassing problems than these, and we may well ask 
whether their learned solutions - learning in this matter is a 
very relative term - are invariably worth more than the 
interpretations of the ignorant public. But for ourselves, who 
wear out our brains in attempting, and often unsuccessfully. 



to re-establish, with the help of the best manuscripts, the 
primitive readings of the Hieronymian Martyrology, why 
should we express surprise at the little blunders committed 
by our ancestors, as when they turned the eighty-third mile 
of a Roman road, Ixxxiii mil[iario], into eighty-three martyred 
soldiers, Ixxxiii mil[ites]? One may read without much 
trouble in the Hieronymian Martyrology under the date of 
11th June: Romae via Aurelia miliaria K Basilidis. Tripoli 
Magdaietis. These are two separate entries commemorating 
a Roman and a Phoenician martyr. In the Middle Ages it was 
transformed into a single group of three, Basilidis, Tripodis et 
Magdalis, and thus a new saint was created out of the 
slightly disfigured name of a town. 

Our predecessors were also, it must be admitted, very 
mediocre epigraphlsts. They were capable of translating the 
classical B[onaei M[emorize] by B[eati] M[artyres]. 
Sometimes in the epitaph of a bishop they would come 
across the word sanctus, which in those days was simply a 
title of honour corresponding to "His Holiness," or, as we 
should say, "His Lordship," and no one was competent to 
explain to them that at the period in which these 
inscriptions were cut the word did not bear the significance 
they attributed to it and which it only acquired at a later 
date. Mistakes of this kind have procured the honours of an 
easy canonization for more than one obscure personage. But 
these are errors which would not always be avoided even in 
the age of the Corpus inscriptionum. 

It has happened only too frequently that inscriptions have 
provided traps for hagiographers that appear to us now of a 
very obvious kind, but into which none the less they have 
tumbled headlong. We find, for instance, the epitaph of a 
virgin who is described as digna et merita, a memorial 
formula in vogue at one period. Now there existed a Saint 
Emerita whose name was recognized in the second of the 



two epithets. The first became quite naturally the name of 
another saint, Digna, the companion of Emerita, and 
concerning these two noble sisters the hagiographers 
elaborated a highly dramatic and most circumstantial 
history. From a mistranslation of an inscription by Pope 
Damasus, that in honour of Saints Felix and Adauctus, there 
sprang a hagiographic romance of unusual improbability 
which assumed the existence of two martyred brothers each 
bearing the name of Felix. It was the erroneous 
interpretation of another Damasian inscription which gave 
rise to the legend of the Orientals who came to Rome in 
order to carry off the relics of Saints Peter and Paul. 
Discipulos oriens misit wrote Damasus, intending simply to 
refer to the disciples of Jesus Christ who came from the East 
to bring the Gospel to Rome. The inscription concerning 
Saint Agnes, and no doubt many others, have equally been 
the means of revealing fresh details to the imagination of 
the hagiographer. 

An interesting example of a whole legend being suggested 
by the reading of an inscription is that of Abercius. His 
journeys were mentioned in the celebrated epitaph; the 
symbolic queen became the Empress Faustina, and the 
object of the journey the healing of a princess possessed by 
an evil spirit. By means of various episodes which are little 
more than reminiscences of other legends, the hagiographer 
in the end put together a highly detailed narrative which 
met with the greatest success. In spite of this no serious 
doubts should be entertained concerning the episcopacy of 
Abercius and the traditional cultus rendered to him in his 
native town. 

It must, alas, be confessed that the erroneous interpretation 
of inscriptions, of carved monuments and of other 
antiquities did not give rise to legends in the Middle Ages 
alone. Before the days of De Rossi the majority of scholars 



who worked in the Roman catacombs without any safe 
criteria by which to discern where cultus was really paid, 
imagined they had discovered bodies of saints in a number 
of tombs before which the pilgrims of ancient days never 
dreamt of making a halt. 1 These relics, doubtful at the best, 
were eagerly sought after, and the faithful frequently 
refused to be satisfied with the bare name inscribed on the 
marble. On the model of the ancient Passions many new 
legends were manufactured, which, while appearing 
reasonably probable, were eminently suited to satisfy the 
pious curiosity of the faithful. The best known example of 
this is the case of Saint Philomena, whose insignificant 
epitaph has suggested the most ingenious combinations, 
and has furnished the elements of a detailed narrative 
including even the interrogatory of the martyr. 

The inaccurate identification of geographical names is 
responsible for another class of errors, of less consequence it 
is true, as they have not extended to creating new objects of 
veneration but merely to locating them. The reading Caeae 
Antonina in place of Nicaeae appeared to confer on the town 
of Cea in Spain the right to claim Saint Antonina. The 
inhabitants of Scilla in Calabria imagined that the Scillitan 
martyrs could only derive the name from their town. But the 
people of Squillace protested against this identification, and 
claimed the Scillitans as their own fellow-citizens. Indeed 
they championed these pretensions with so much assurance 
that in 1740 the Congregation of Rites authorised them to 
celebrate the Mass and Office of Saint Speratus and his 
companions. In other places great efforts have been made to 
prove that Saint Paul visited the country, as may be seen 
from the title of a work by Giorgi: D. Paulus apostolus in marl 
quod nunc Venetus Sinus dicitur naufragus et Militce 
Dalmatensi insula post naufragiuni kospes, sive de genuino 
significatu duorum locorum in Actibus apostolorum. These 
examples, from the very fact that they are comparatively 



recent, make us realise all the better the methods of 
mediaeval hagiographers, confronted with problems which 
were for them insoluble. 

We have now seen the hagiographer face to face with his 
historical documents. He has made his selection and has 
realised how much he can draw from them. How has he 
employed his material? 

This depends of course both on his particular aptitudes and 
his personal tastes. When it is a question of written 
documents we do not hesitate to give our preference to the 
hagiographer who copies them most slavishly and 
reproduces them with the greatest fidelity, omitting as little 
as possible and adding nothing beyond what is strictly 
necessary. Cases may be quoted in which he has been 
satisfied with this modest role, and we have a curious 
example of it in the collection of Metaphrastes. The famous 
life of Saint Theoctista, written by an eye-witness, was 
transcribed almost literally, and merely adorned with a new 
preface. But as the new editor - if indeed he is worthy of the 
title - contented himself with giving utterance in his 
prologue to a few high-sounding generalities, without taking 
the trouble to warn the reader of his method, he succeeded 
in adding a new complexity to one of the most important 
problems in literary history, that of Metaphrastes. From the 
very fact that he presented himself as the author of a piece 
of writing filled with personal details, all these details were 
naturally attributed to him with the result of making him 
nearly half a century older than he really was. In our own 
day we apply an unflattering epithet to writers who freely 
appropriate the wares of others, but in the Middle Ages no 
one resented being regarded as a plagiarist. 

In most cases, as we know, the hagiographer submitted his 
material to a process of preparation and adaptation which 



conferred on it in some measure the stamp of his personality. 
He would put his documents in order and dress them up in 
his best style, and without caring whether or not he robbed 
them of their documentary character, would amplify them, 
combine them in various ways and create a work which, if 
not original, was such that he was justified in passing it off 
under his own name. 

It will be admitted that it is difficult to formulate any general 
precepts concerning a literature at once so vast and so 
varied. The use of historical sources and the methods of 
composition may be studied in an author or in a series of 
documents that are closely related, but not in a collection of 
narratives scattered over the wide field covered by 
hagiographers of every nation and all periods. Nevertheless, 
without prejudice to them it may be said that they not 
infrequently embarked on that perilous course which leads 
to the embellishment of a tale in order that it may impress 
the reader more vividly. Even classical historians 
occasionally gave way to a mania which one would like to 
describe as innocent, and that writers in the Middle Ages 
succumbed frequently to the temptation may be proved 
from certain cases where a comparison of texts establishes 
the fact beyond dispute. The following two examples are 
selected from comparatively recent lives of saints. It is easy 
to imagine the degree of licence writers permitted 
themselves in ages of lesser culture. 

When Saint Bernard came to preach the Crusade in the 
diocese of Constance, an archer in the bodyguard of the 
Duke of Zahringen scoffed both at the preaching and the 
preacher by declaring: "He can no more work miracles than I 
can When the saint came forward to lay his hands on the 
sick, the scoffer perceived him and fell senseless to the 
ground, remaining unconscious for some time. Alexander of 
Cologne adds: "I was quite close to him when this occurred. . 



. . We called the Abbot, and the poor man was unable to rise 
until Bernard came to us, offered up a prayer and helped 
him to his feet." Not one of the eye-witnesses says a word 
which would suggest a resurrection from death. And yet, a 
century later, Herbert, the author of a collection of Saint 
Bernard's miracles, Conrad, author of the Exordium, and 
Caesarius of Heisterbach all affirm that the archer fell dead 
and that the saint restored him to life. 

Every one is familiar with the beautiful incident in the life of 
Saint Elizabeth of Hungary when, in the very bed she shared 
with her husband, she laid a miserable leper who inspired 
disgust in every one, and whom no one would tend any 
longer. The indignant duke rushed into the room and 
dragged off the bed-clothes. "But," in the noble words of the 
historian, "at that instant God Almighty opened the eyes of 
his soul, and instead bf a leper he saw the figure of Christ 
crucified stretched upon the bed." This admirable account 
by Thierry d'Appoldia was considered too simple by later 
biographers, who consequently transformed the sublime 
vision of faith into a material apparition. Tunc aperuit Deus 
interiores principis ocry/os wrote the historian. On the spot 
where the leper had slept, say the modern hagiographers, 
"there lay a bleeding crucifix with out-stretched arms". 

Part III 

Dearth of material and methods of supplementing it - 
Amplification by means of stock incidents - Acts of Saint 
Clement ofAncyra - Compilation and adaptation - Life of 
Saint Vincent Madelgarus - Antiquity of the process - 
Forgeries 

Hitherto we have almost exclusively treated of cases in 
which the editor of the life of a saint follows the lines traced 
for him by the materials at his disposal. It often happens 



that his task is less clearly marked out. He may know the 
name of the saint, sometimes even his qualification as 
martyr, confessor or bishop, and the shrine dedicated to his 
memory. But popular tradition may have retained nothing 
further, and yet in spite of this it becomes a question of 
satisfying the devout curiosity of pilgrims and pious persons, 
and of supplying, from such meagre records, matter for 
edifying reading. Even when writing somewhat lengthily 
concerning the saints Emeterius and Chelidonius, Prudentius 
warns us that the necessary documents are lacking; while 
the author of the passion of Saint Vincent plunges into his 
subject with the announcement: Probabile satis est ad 
gloriam Vincentii martyris quod de scriptis passionis ipsius 
gestis titulum invidit inimicus?Th\s dearth of material, which 
does not appear to have checked in any degree the fertility 
of his pen, is the common lot of a large number of 
hagiographers, who, for that matter, have been equally little 
inconvenienced by it. As they were compelled to write, and 
frequently, so they themselves say, by order of their 
superiors, they boldly took the only course open to'them, 
and either made a generous use of the method of 
development as practised in the schools, or else had 
recourse to borrowing. 

The former method is the simplest, and has produced an 
abundance of colourless and insipid narratives. Endowed 
with more or less imagination and fluency, innumerable 
hagiographers have resigned themselves to the necessity of 
supplementing the scarcity of documents by narratives 
founded on probability: omnia quae in re praesenti accidisse 
credibiie est, as Quintilian says (6:2). Take, for example, a 
martyrdom. The setting of the narrative is clearly outlined. 
First there must come a more or less detailed account of the 
persecution. The Christians are being hunted out 
everywhere; large numbers fall into the hands of the 
soldiers, and amongst them the hero of the tale; he is 



arrested and thrown into prison. Brought before the judge he 
confesses his faith and suffers horrible tortures. He dies and 
his tomb becomes the scene of innumerable miracles. 

Such, more or less, is the scheme on which every editor has 
to work. Each part is capable of development on lines clearly 
suggested by historians who have related similar incidents, 
by other legends which serve as models and even by the 
analysis of the situations, while for the most part the 
amplifications are full of those exaggerations which are the 
prerogative of orators anxious to make the most of what 
they have to say. Thus the picture of the persecution is 
always painted as black as possible; the emperor or judge 
usually figures as a monster in human shape, thirsting for 
blood, having no other aim than the destruction of the new 
faith throughout the world. Here, then, we have the first of 
our stock subjects. 

Readers must not let themselves be deceived even when 
they think they recognize the authentic phraseology of an 
edict. Nothing is more easy to imitate than the forms of an 
edict, just as in our own day one might reproduce the terms 
of an Act of Parliament or of a ministerial decree, and all the 
more easily when the document is intended for a public the 
reverse of exacting in matters of phraseology. 

The interrogatory of the martyr is another of the favourite 
themes of the hagiographer, and he depends more 
especially on this portion of his narrative to assist him in 
attaining the normal length of the composition. He might, 
one would fancy, at least use such dialogue to bring into 
bolder relief the generous sentiments or the noble qualities 
of the martyr, as was done by the writers of antiquity, who 
scattered conventional discourses through their historical 
works just as modem writers scatter portraits. But it is very 
rare that from among the questions and answers one can 



seize any personal and characteristic trait. We find only 
dissertations on the absurdity of paganism and the beauty 
of the Christian faith, speeches of an inconceivable 
improbability which would be more appropriate on the lips of 
a pulpit orator than on those of a prisoner before a court of 
justice in the course of a rapid criminal procedure. The 
triumphant eloquence of the martyr is usually set off against 
the ignorance and vulgarity of the judge, unless indeed the 
latter displays sufficient knowledge of the Scriptures and the 
Christian religion to provoke some learned reply from the 
accused. 

In many instances the hagiographer has not even taken the 
trouble to compose the harangue which he puts in the 
mouth of his hero; he has found it more convenient to 
transcribe a chapter or extracts from some suitable treatise, 
a proceeding thanks to which the apology of Aristides has 
been preserved to us in the history of Saints Barlaam and 
Joasaph. To any one who has studied the authentic Acts of 
the martyrs it is superfluous to point out how falsely such 
rhetoric rings, and what a difference there is between the 
short and touching answers of the martyrs inspired by the 
wisdom of the Holy Ghost, and these studied declamations 
which at their best recall some school display. 

After the interrogatory the torture of the martyr is the 
subject that lends itself best to amplification. The simplicity 
of the final act of the tragedy in authentic chronicles, as, for 
example, in the martyrdom of Saint Cyprian, would scarcely 
please our pious rhetoricians, who can conceive of no other 
way of establishing the heroism of the martyr than by 
making him undergo lengthy and refined torments. They 
multiply his sufferings without having to trouble themselves 
as to the limits of human endurance, for Divine Providence is 
made to intervene to prevent the saint from succumbing 
beneath the agony inflicted, and to allow the hagiographer 



to exhaust all the torments that his imagination or 
reminiscences from his studies may suggest. 

Undoubtedly the masterpiece in this line of composition is 
the Passion of Saints Clement of Ancyra and Agathangelus. 
The scene of their torments is moved successively from a 
nameless town in Galicia to Rome, hence to Nicomedia, to 
Ancyra, to Amisos, to Tarsus, and finally back again to 
Ancyra. This perambulating martyrdom, diversified by the 
most extraordinary miracles, is prolonged for no less than 
twenty-eight years, during which time the following tortures 
are inflicted both on Clement and on his companion 
Agathangelus by persecutors who include in their number 
the Emperors Diocletian and Maximianus, and the Prefects 
Domitianus, Agrippinus, Curicius, Domitius, Sacerdon, 
Maximus, Aphrodisius, Lucius and Alexander. 

To start with, Clement is hung up, his flesh torn with iron 
hooks, his mouth and cheeks bruised with stones; he is 
bound to the wheel, beaten with sticks and horribly 
mutilated with knives; his face is stabbed with stilettos, his 
jaws are broken and his teeth drawn while his feet are 
crushed in iron fetters. Then the two martyrs together are 
whipped with ox thongs and suspended from a beam; their 
bodies are scorched with flaring torches and they are flung 
to the wild beasts. Red-hot needles are run into their fingers 
under their nails and they are burned in quicklime and left 
there two whole days, after which strips of skin are torn from 
them and they are once more beaten with rods. They are 
stretched on iron bedsteads brought to a state of white heat, 
then thrown into a burning furnace; this last torment lasts a 
day and a night. After that they are again beaten with iron 
hooks, and a kind of harrow covered with iron points is set 
up and the martyrs are flung against it. For his part 
Agathangelus undergoes in addition the torture of having 
molten lead poured upon his head; he is dragged through 



the town with a mill-stone round his neck and stoned. 
Clement alone has his ears pierced with red-hot needles, he 
is burnt with torches and he receives more blows from a 
stick on his mouth and head. At last after having endured 
fifty strokes of the rod on several days in succession he has 
his head cut off at the same time as Agathangelus. 

It is very rare that hagiographers carry their naivete, or 
perhaps we should rather say their audacity, to so high a 
pitch, and the accounts of the sufferings of the martyrs do 
not usually reach this degree of improbability. Nevertheless, 
taken separately, the various chapters in the Passion of 
Saint Clement of Ancyra represent accurately enough the 
style of composition indulged in, and it is only when they are 
at the end of their own resources that the writers allow their 
heroes to die. After undergoing such amazing torments Saint 
Clement simply has his head cut off, and this is such an 
ordinary conclusion to the most marvellous and terrible 
tortures, that some learned writers have seriously asked 
themselves how it happens that the axe and the sword have 
proved efficacious instruments of martyrdom when so many 
other methods, have been of no avail. "It has been 
suggested that the sword being the outward sign of power in 
society, it is the will of God that it should not be frustrated 
by His providence which desires the maintenance of public 
order as the guarantee of a hundred other interests. But 
might we not also say that this happened as a Divine 
reprobation of the barbarous inventions to which tyrants had 
recourse because their hatred was not satisfied by the 
simple death of the Christians?" While bearing in mind the 
relative mildness of the Roman code one cannot deny the 
cruelty of certain persecutors. But has the writer quoted 
above stated the problem fairly, and ought the question not 
rather to be addressed to the hagiographers, compelled in 
spite of everything to put a term to their rigmaroles and kill 



off their heroes? The natural conclusion of the drama was 
after all the classical punishment, death by the sword. 

The composition of the life of a saint who is not a martyr is 
regulated by similar laws in all cases in which the author 
adopts the method of amplification. The narrative is 
necessarily less dramatic and less interesting, but it more 
easily admits of developments. Where a complete biography 
of a saint is desired the life divides itself into three parts. 
Before his birth: his nationality, his parents, his future 
greatness miraculously prophesied; his life: childhood, 
youth, the most important events in his career, his virtues, 
his miracles; lastly his cultus and miracles after death. In 
innumerable lives of saints at least one of the points in the 
above programme is supplied by commonplaces, and 
sometimes the whole biography is a mere string of them. 

The profession or quality of the saint is also subjected to 
analysis. A bishop has not the same duties as a monk, 
neither does an abbot practise the same virtues as a nun. 
Hence a diversity of episodes. In the life of a holy bishop, for 
instance, it is essential that he should only accept 
consecration under protest; for if he does not resist, it is 
obvious that he thinks himself worthy of the episcopal 
throne, and if his own opinion of himself is so indulgent, can 
he rightly be held up as a model of humility? If the subject 
of the biography is a holy monk, then clearly he must be 
exemplary in all the duties appertaining to his calling, and 
without risk of blundering one may describe his fasts and 
vigils and his assiduity at prayer and spiritual reading. And 
as it is mainly through miracles that God is pleased to make 
manifest the merits of His servants, one may take it for 
granted that the saint, whatever his condition, was in the 
habit of healing the blind, causing the paralytic to walk, 
driving out evil spirits and the like. 



The methods we have just described, simple and natural as 
they appear, have not been wholly restricted to 
hagiographers anxious to fill in the gaps left by tradition. We 
have seen how the popular voice gladly attributes to its 
favourite hero the glories and virtues of others, while many a 
noble deed and striking incident has become the common 
property of very diverse individuals. The pious writers of the 
Middle Ages have often, in their need, imitated the 
importations so common in legends, and have 
unscrupulously allowed themselves, in the interest of their 
saint, to pilfer narratives that have no sort of connection 
with him. I am not referring to those frequent cases in which 
a similarity of names is responsible for introducing wholly 
extraneous matter into a biography, as, for example, when 
we find in the legend of Saint Pronto of Perigueux an episode 
of markedly exotic hue taken from an Egyptian legend 
concerning a namesake. I am speaking here of importations 
to be accounted for neither by misconceptions nor yet by 
carelessness. Sometimes it is merely a case of 
commonplaces on the Christian virtues which have been 
copied out word for word; sometimes we have incidents 
which at a stretch might have occurred and have been 
related in identical terms, but sometimes also we meet with 
examples of wholly characteristic episodes which without 
any sort of apology have been imported in their entirety 
from another biography. 

I fully admit that one must beware of raising a cry of 
plagiarism on the strength of a mere resemblance. The most 
disconcerting coincidences do occasionally occur, and I am 
willing to quote a noteworthy example. If one were to read 
that on the same day the Church celebrates two saints, who 
both died in Italy, whose conversion in both cases was 
effected through the reading of the "Lives of the Saints"; 
that each founded a religious order under one and the same 
title, and that both these orders were suppressed by two 



popes bearing the same name, one might well feel justified 
in declaring on the strength of these characteristic features 
that a single individual had been multiplied into two, and 
that he must have been inscribed twice over in the 
martyrology under different names. And yet there exist two 
saints, strictly historical and even comparatively modern, of 
whom all these particulars are true. Saint John Colombini, 
who died at Siena, 31st July, 1367, was brought back to the 
practice of the Christian virtues by reading the "Lives of the 
Saints," and founded the order of the Jesuati which was 
suppressed by Clement IX. Saint Ignatius of Loyola who died 
in Rome, 31st July, 1556, was touched by grace while 
reading the "Lives of the Saints," which had been supplied 
to him in order to enliven the tedium of convalescence; he 
founded the order of the Jesuits, suppressed, as every one 
knows, by a later Clement. If I recall the fact it is not because 
such coincidences can be frequent, far from it, for it would 
be difficult to find an analogous example to the above, 
which has been quoted here merely as a curiosity. 

The naive hagiographers of the Middle Ages, compelled to 
supplement the paucity of primitive sources by more or less 
legitimate means, do not introduce us to any very 
embarrassing dilemmas. As a rule their methods are simple, 
and their secrets are easily surprised. 

The following, for example, shows the process by which the 
biographer of Saint Vincent Madelgarus honoured his patron 
with a literary composition of adequate dimensions. 

In the preface he begins by transcribing the prologue from 
the life of Saint Erminus, to which he adds a phrase from 
Sulpicius Severus; there follows a second introduction which 
reproduces, word for word. Saint Gregory of Tours' preface to 
the life of Saint Patroclus. In order to describe the birth and 
early years of the saint, he accumulates reminiscences from 



the life of Saint Erminus, without speaking of others from 
members of Saint Vincent's own family, Saint Waldetrudis 
and Saint Aldegond, while the history of his marriage is 
extracted literally from the Vita Leobardi by Gregory of 
Tours. Vincent's son Landric embraces the ecclesiastical 
state: this is taken from the life of Saint Gallus by Gregory of 
Tours. The same author furnishes him with the greater part 
of a vision, which fills one of the chapters in the life of Saint 
Leobardus. Saint Vincent enters on the religious life and 
trains his followers: taken from the lives of Saints Martius 
and Quintianus by Gregory of Tours. He gives himself up to 
prayer and penance and practises all the religious virtues: 
taken from the life of Saint Bavon. Knowing himself to be on 
the point of death he confides his spiritual children to his 
son Landric: taken from the life of Saint Ursmar. He is buried 
within his monastery where he exercises his power on behalf 
of the faithful who invoke him: taken from the life of Saint 
Bavon. A blind cleric recovers his sight on his tomb: this 
miracle is appropriated in its entirety from Gregory of Tours, 
who relates it of Saint Martin. We must add, moreover, to our 
plagiarist's account six chapters from the life of Saint 
Waldetrudis, which, it is true, served him as a historic 
source, but which he transcribes word for word, besides 
numerous other reminiscences which it would take too long 
to enumerate. 

The lives of saints filled with extracts from other lives of 
saints are exceedingly numerous, and some are nothing 
more than a mere hagiographic anthology. One can imagine 
the perplexity of the critic on finding the same facts related 
in the same words of two different saints. He may well ask 
himself what faith can be placed in the lives of Saint Hubert, 
Saint Arnold of Metz and Saint Lambert of which several 
portions are shared in common. One can guess what degree 
of importance he will attach to a biography such as that of 



Saint Remaclus, which is servilely imitated from the life of 
Saint Lambert. 

Indeed, such has been the destitution of some editors that, 
not satisfied with appropriating wholesale certain phrases of 
general application, or even interesting episodes which 
seemed likely to prove effective in their pages, they have 
been reduced to seizing whole compositions, and adapting 
them as best they could to their saint, often by merely 
exchanging one name for another. Thus, for example, the 
passion of Saint Martina is literally identical with that of 
Saint Tatiana; Saint Castissima owns the same acts as Saint 
Euphrosyne, while those of Saint Caprasius are the same as 
those of Saint Symphorian; the group of Florentius and 
Julianus possesses an identical history to that of 
Secundianus, Marcellianus and Veranus, and so on, for the 
list of these strange duplications is far longer than one 
would be tempted to suppose. We hope some day to draw 
up a complete catalogue of them. 

Another variety of the species of composition we have been 
characterising is that of the narratives in which the author 
has contented himself with introducing a new personage 
while still retaining the original hero and all the story 
belonging to him. I might recall the example of Saint Florian, 
honoured at Bologna, who, in order that he might be 
provided with a history, has been introduced into the 
Passion of the sixty martyrs of Eleutheropolis, and also that 
of Saint Florentius of Mont Glonne, whom one is surprised to 
meet in the company of Saint Florian of Lorsch. 

If Latin hagiographers have had frequent recourse to the 
convenient process of adaptation, the Greeks have not 
deprived themselves of the same resource, as may be 
proved by comparing the history of Saint Barbara with that 
of Irene and Cyriaena, and the life of Saint Onesimus with 



that of Saint Alexis. Not long ago further parallel cases were 
unearthed in Syrian hagiography: the life of Mar Mikha 
scarcely differs from that of Mar Benjamin, while the history 
of Saint Azazail is a mere adaptation of that of Saint 
Pancratius of Rome. 

The process appears so puerile and summary that one is 
tempted to assume that it can only have been carried out in 
the darkest epochs of the Middle Ages, and one can scarcely 
resist the temptation to locate this wretched plagiarism 
among barbarous surroundings in which literary culture was 
practically unknown. Unhappily we must remember that as 
early as the fourth century in Italy, and indeed in Rome, we 
come across deliberate adaptations of foreign legends to fit 
national saints. The passion of Saint Lawrence, even in its 
minor details, is borrowed from that of the martyrs of 
Phrygia as related by Socrates and Sozomen, while the 
martyrdom of Saint Cassian scarcely differs from that of 
Saint Mark of Arethusa. The martyrdom of Saint Eutychius as 
related by Pope Damasus is simply a reproduction of that of 
Saint Lucian, and the Damasian version of the death of Saint 
Agnes possesses undeniable resemblances to that of Saint 
Eulalia. It is not as yet plagiarism in its crudest form, not the 
almost word for word transcription of the original. But 
already legend has come to be regarded as no-man's land. It 
belongs, in a quite unexpected sense, to the "common of 
saints," and transfers are effected on a somewhat liberal 
scale. 

It is not solely in hagiographic literature that editors of 
saints' lives have sought the material for their compilations. 
Thus the legend of Saint Vidian, a local martyr honoured at 
Martres-Tolosanes might easily be confounded with the epic 
legend of Vivian, nephew to William of Orange, which is 
related in two metrical romances, the Enfances Vivien and 
Aiiscans] the legend of Saint Dymphna is an adaptation of a 



popular tale, as is that of Saint Olive which has been 
popularised in Italy, not by the Church, but by the stage. 

The writings we have been describing undoubtedly 
constitute literary frauds which one feels inclined to 
condemn with great severity. I should not, however, venture, 
at least as a general rule, to class them as forgeries, or to 
regard the authors of these substitutions as more guilty than 
those who naively believed themselves entitled to 
supplement the silence of tradition by narratives mainly 
supplied by their own imaginations. They were reduced to 
the extremity of imitating the sculptors who changed the 
statue of a consul into that of a saint by supplying a new 
head, or by placing in his hand a cross, a key, a lily or some 
other symbolical object. 

We must freely confess, however, that hagiographic 
literature has been disgraced by a certain number of forgers 
whose naivete can scarce avail as their excuse. There have 
been audacious fabrications, the product of falsehood and 
ambition which for long misled credulous minds and 
unsuspecting critics; among these we may quote the Cypriot 
legend concerning Saint Barnabas, the notorious translation 
of Saint Denis to Ratisbonne, the life of Saint Maurus by the 
so-called Faustus, who was no other than Odo of Glanfeuil, 
and the Passion of Saint Placidus by Peter the Deacon, under 
the name of Gordian. The monk of Glastonbury, who recast 
the legend of Saint Joseph of Arimathea and the first authors 
of the apostolic legends of France can scarcely plead their 
good faith before the tribunal of history. One can only turn 
contemptuously away, even while marvelling at the 
simplicity of their dupes. 



IV - The Classification of Hagiographic 
Texts 

Defective System - Classification according to Subjects - 
According to Categories of Saints - System Adopted. 
Historical Point of View - Division into six classes - 
Application of System to Ru inart's Acta sittcera - The 
"Supplements'' of Le Slant 

It may be useful at this stage to summarise the preceding 
pages while attempting to draw up a system of classification 
by means of which it will be possible to arrange in groups 
the majority of what may be called hagiographic documents. 

We may leave out of account purely external divisions 
founded on the subject of the narrative such as Passions, 
Biographies, Translations, Miracles, or even on the literary 
form, as Metrical, or Rhymed Lives and so on. This 
mechanical kind of classification scarcely affords any 
indication of the historical value of the documents. Thus it 
would be a mistake to conclude from the circumstance of a 
hagiographer writing in verse, that he has necessarily 
profited by the licence that we are agreed in according to 
poets. Mediaeval poets are often as ingenious in turning 
their original text into hexameters as they are lacking in 
inspiration and poetic invention. 

Another system of classification, and at first sight more 
logical, would consist in grouping the documents under the 
various categories of saints. In point of fact, hagiographic 
literature treats of a large and varied assortment of 
personages who do not all possess equally valid claims on 
public veneration. There are, in the first place, those whose 
cultus has been canonically established by the Church and 



has received the sanction of centuries. Saint Lawrence in the 
Churchiof Rome, Saint Cyprian in that of Africa, and Saint 
Martin in that of Gaul, belong incontestably to this class, 
and we possess the Acts of each one of them. 

Next to them come those real personages devotion to whom 
was in the first instance irregularly established, whatever 
consecration it may have acquired through length of usage. 
We have already pointed out that the word "sanctus" did not 
always possess the very precise significance that it bears 
today, and that it has been the means of conferring the 
honours of a tardy canonisation on more than one bishop, 
known only for his orthodoxy. It may be remembered that all 
the pious personages of whom Saint Gregory the Great 
recalled the virtues in his Dialogues ultimately took their 
places among the saints of the Latin Church, just as the 
hermits of whom Theodoret wrote the biography suddenly 
found themselves during their very life-time incorporated in 
the annals of the Greek Church through some caprice of the 
hagiographers. It has even happened that worthy 
individuals on whom their contemporaries had never 
conferred the aureole of sanctity, have been raised to the 
ranks of the martyrs or the Blessed as the result of some 
special circumstances. Such a one is Cassiodorus, who 
became, no one quite knows how, a martyr of the early 
centuries. And how frequently has not the discovery of a 
tomb or of a group of bodies whose identity could not be 
definitely established given rise to some local devotion 
which has often enjoyed a lengthy popularity? The greater 
number of these saints, unauthentic in varying degrees, 
have none the less found hagiographers ready to do honour 
to them. 

The long lists of the saints furnish us with yet a third 
category, relatively few in number, but not on that account 
to be neglected: the imaginary personages to whom a real 



existence has ultimately been attributed. Some of them 
have a purely literary origin. We have already referred to 
various heroes of romance and of hagiographic tales 
transformed into historical personages and gradually 
becoming a nucleus of devotion. The reader will remember 
the chanson de geste of Amis and Amile who were killed by 
Ogier the Dane near Mortara in the Montferrat district. Their 
history was transformed into a saint's life and they were 
honoured with a chapel at Novara, Milan, and possibly other 
places. The poem of Flores and Blanchefleur would have 
given birth to a Saint Rosana - whose life was even printed - 
had not the Roman authorities intervened. Other fictitious 
saints owed their origin to some iconographic accident, as, 
for example, the celebrated Saint Liberata or Wilgefortis 
(called in English Saint Uncumber) who was represented as 
a bearded woman nailed to a cross, and whose legend was 
inspired by one of those draped crucifixes of which the Volto 
Santo of Lucca offers the best-known example. 

We need not insist very strongly on the inconveniences of a 
classification of hagiographic documents in strict 
accordance with these various categories of saints. It is 
obvious that there need be no intimate relation between the 
subject of a narrative and its historical value. Thus it 
happens that saints as celebrated and as well-authenticated 
as Saint Lawrence and Saint Agnes are chiefly known to us 
by legendary Acts, while, on the other hand, various saints 
of the second category are provided with quite fairly 
authentic title-deeds. This common and most regrettable 
anomaly suggests a number of embarrassing problems that 
cannot always be solved. When historical records are lacking 
it is often possible to supplement their silence by the help of 
other documents, and to establish the fact of a traditional 
veneration by martyrologies, itineraries, monuments, etc. 
When this means of identification fails it becomes 
impossible to decide in which of the three categories we 



should place a saint whose name legend has handed down 
to us. Thus if, in the case of Saint Sebastian, we had nothing 
but his Acts on which to base our judgment, we might feel 
concerning him the same hesitation as about Saint Martina, 
who appears to have been unknown to antiquity. Nor is it 
likely that we shall ever obtain decisive evidence for placing 
Saint Catherine or Saint Barbara in either the first or the 
second category of the saints. 

Under these circumstances we must have recourse to the 
one and only principle which allows of a strict classification 
of the Acts of the martyrs and of hagiographic documents in 
generalthey must be classed by the degree of truth and 
historic value they possess. The following results have been 
arrived at by the application of this principle as far as the 
main divisions are concerned. 

I. The official reports of the interrogatories of martyrs are 
entitled in theory to the first place in importance. The 
existence of records of this nature deposited in the archives 
of the proconsul has been attested by more than one 
witness. The question is whether any of these proces- 
verbauxhaye been preserved. 

It might be objected that such official records do not come 
within the scope of any category of hagiographic 
documents, and that, strictly speaking, we ought not to take 
them into consideration. Such a protest would, however, be 
quite superfluous, for it does not require prolonged 
investigation to ascertain that no proces-verbai of the times 
of persecution has come down to us in a separate and 
unadulterated form; the documents which are honoured 
with the title of Pro-consular Acts are, at best, compositions 
intended for the edification of the faithful, in which the 
official text of the interrogatory, scrupulously respected, 
forms the main portion of the narrative. Thus it happens that 



the most celebrated of all these documents, which has been 
held up to us as the most perfect model of Pro-consular Acts, 
the Passio Cypriani, is, in reality, a composite record in 
which one must distinguish three separate documents 
strung together by a few phrases of their latest editor: first, 
the official text of an early interrogatory in 257, as the result 
of which Cyprian was sent into exile; then the official report 
of the arrest and the second interrogatory in 258; finally the 
account of the martyrdom. In the Passion of the Scillitan 
martyrs the hand of the hagiographer is less visible. One 
hears only the words of the martyrs and their persecutor, 
and one is present at the carrying out of the sentence. Was 
the interrogatory copied in the proconsular office, or did 
some Christian in the audience take it down in shorthand? It 
would be difficult to decide this point, but it is safe to affirm 
that the editor has introduced nothing of his own into the 
phrases he places on the lips of the martyrs. 

These authentic interrogatories are always quite admirable, 
and even after so many centuries the emotions they excite 
have lost nothing of their intensity. If anything could spoil 
the impression they produce it would be the clumsy 
imitations which are to be found far too frequently in the 
passionaries. In the dramatic scenes devised by 
hagiographers to emphasise the heroism of his sacrifice, the 
martyr poses as though he were on the stage, and gives 
utterance to academic orations. In point of fact nothing is 
easier than to recognise authentic "consular acts". But we 
have reluctantly to admit that very few are in existence. 

2. A second category of authentic Acts comprises the 
accounts of eye-witnesses, and others worthy of confidence, 
or of well-informed contemporaries recording the 
testimonies of other eye-witnesses. In these narratives, 
which are of a literary character, considerable space is 
accorded to the subjective element, an element which is 



entirely absent from the purely official Acts. It follows that 
we may carry the analysis farther and subdivide this 
category under three headings: 

(a) Documents in which the witness alone speaks in his own 
name. 

(b) Those in which a contemporary author restricts himself 
to chronicling the testimony of others. 

(c) Those in which personal observation is added to the 
testimony, as in several chapters of Eusebius's Martyrs of 
Palestine, and in the life of Cyprian by the Deacon Pontius. 
But all these varieties have this in common, that they 
express directly, without the intervention of any written 
source, an oral and contemporary testimony. 

3. The third category is composed of Acts of which the 
principal source is a written document belonging to one or 
other of the preceding categories. It includes every degree 
of remodelling from simple editorial corrections as regards 
the arrangement of the composition and details of 
development, up to the free recasting of the original which a 
fresh editor quarries from, amplifies, turns inside out, or 
even on occasion interpolates. In this way we possess seven 
different versions of the Passion of the Scillitan martyrs, and 
the historical records that have come down to us only in an 
amended form are extremely numerous. A certain number of 
the lives which compose the menology of Metaphrastes 
belong to the category of adaptations which have for their 
sole source an historic document that the editor has 
abridged or paraphrased, according to his own sweet will. 

We may naturally include in this class redactions at second 
or third hand, in other words, those produced by authors at 
work not on an original document but on a composition 
which has already been recast. 



4. The fourth category consists of Acts of which the source is 
not a written document, but the fantastic combination of a 
few real events in a framework of pure imagination, in other 
words, historical romances. This class is very numerous, and 
in particular we must include in it the whole series of cycles 
of the Roman Legendarium. In these compositions which 
consist frequently of a tissue of literary reminiscences, 
popular traditions and fictitious situations, the historic 
element is almost always reduced to an infinitesimal 
quantity. The name of the saint, the existence of his shrine, 
and the date of his feast are in many cases all that can be 
safely inferred from a species of composition in which 
fantasy has a free field. 

Although their authors do not as a rule sin from excess of 
imagination, I would add to the above class those Acts which 
are simple adaptations. As a general rule the historic residue 
in these plagiarised compositions is of about the same value 
as that of the laboriously compiled romances of which 
mention has just been made; for the minimum of adaptation 
demanded to transform the history of one saint into that of 
another is necessarily concerned with his name, his feast 
and his shrine. 

5. After the historical romances dealing with real 
personages, come the imaginative romances, in which the 
hero himself is the creation of the poet. The Passion of Saint 
Nicephorus and the history of Barlaam and Joasaph are 
types of this class. 

6. It is only proper to place in a separate category all 
forgeries properly so called, that is to say, all hagiographic 
legends composed with the object of deceiving the reader. It 
is not always easy to ascertain the real author of the fraud, 
and it must frequently happen that the editor has merely 
registered a version which circulated before his day; in that 



case the work must be classified under one of the previous 
headings. 

We might refrain here from entering into fuller explanations, 
and might leave to the reader the task of applying the 
principles enunciated to the numerous examples before him. 
It would indeed require endless investigations, and the 
combined efforts of many workers to arrive at a strict 
classification, under the various headings enumerated, of all 
the hagiographic legends that have come down to us. We 
can, however, scarcely dispense ourselves from passing in 
rapid review, a justly celebrated collection which for a long 
period, in the eyes of most scholars, expressed the, latest 
word in hagiographic criticism, and thanks to which the line 
of demarcation between fable and history had been drawn 
once and for all: we refer to Dom Ruinart's Acta sincera. 

This fine work well-conceived, if somewhat summarily 
carried out, has rendered the greatest service, and it would 
be a grave injustice on our part to attempt to depreciate it. It 
is, however, only right to say that it fails to come up to 
modern requirements. Every one is to-day agreed in 
demanding better authenticated texts according to strict 
philological methods. The necessity for a process of weeding 
out, or to speak more precisely, for a re-classification of the 
documents selected by Ruinart seems not to be so keenly 
felt. 

Let us admit also that, from our modem standpoint, the title 
oi Acta sincera lends itself easily to misconceptions. I feel no 
difficulty in allowing that all the Acts collected by the 
learned Benedictine are "sincere" in the sense that he set 
himself to exclude from his collection all the fabrications of 
forgers. But his selections are not all sincere in the sense 
that we can accept them as pure historic sources without 
any alloy of fiction or fantasy. Prudentius, like many other 



poets, is sincere, but who would ever dream of accepting his 
poems as though they were an historic text? The candid and 
loyal soul of Saint John Chrysostom is reflected in his 
panegyrics no less than in his homilies, but ought we 
therefore to neglect to take into account the oratorical 
temperament and must we give to his sermons the same 
value as to a legal report? Clearly not. But what every one 
would freely admit in regard to a poem or an oratorical 
passage is too often forgotten when we are dealing with 
narratives by unknown authors, of which the historic value 
can only be determined by internal criteria. 

It has been customary to place all Ruinart's texts on the 
same level, and, taking them in the mass, to attribute to 
them an absolute authority. It would be easy to quote a 
whole series of writings on the history of the primitive 
Church, or on various points of discipline in which the Acta 
sincera are cited promiscuously without any one having 
realised the necessity of some sifting process with a view to 
the special use that was to be made of them. Save for the 
recent revision by Harnack, it may be said that the lists of 
authentic records drawn up of late years give evidence of 
very little serious labour. Except for a few insignificant 
corrections they are simply the reproduction of Ruinart's 
tables. It has not been sufficiently noted that the learned 
Benedictine had somewhat vague ideas concerning the 
classification of hagiographic texts. Nowhere does he lay 
down any criteria for distinguishing between them, and his 
solitary rule appears to have been to give concerning every 
martyr the most ancient and most respectable record he 
could find. 

The Acta sincera are composed of one hundred and 
seventeen documents of a very unequal value which it is 
manifestly impossible to subject to a uniform critical 



examination, and which, therefore, must be considered in 
groups. 

Concerning a small number of saints (Irenaeus, Alexander 
Bishop of Jerusalem, Priscus, Malchus and Alexander, 

Mamas, Soteris) Ruinart has been compelled to restrict 
himself to putting together a few scattered fragments with 
which to make compilations of the kind entitled by the 
Bollandists Sylloge. 

In the case of others he has availed himself of authors, 
whether historians, orators or poets, whose writings are 
sufficiently well known and whose credibility is recognised. 
Thus he quotes Eusebius for Jacob, Bishop of Jerusalem, 
Simeon, Bishop of Jerusalem, Ptolemaeus and Lucius, 
Apollonius, Leonides and companions, Dionysius, 
Alexandrinus, Maximus, the martyrs under Diocletian, the 
Palestinian martyrs and Romanus. He quotes Prudentius for 
Hippolytus, Laurentius, Romanus, Vincentius, Eulalia, Agnes, 
the martyrs of Saragossa, Quirinus and Cassianus; Saint 
John Chrysostom for Domnina and companions, Lucianus, 
Pelagia, Drosis and Julianus; Saint Gregory of Nyssa for 
Theodorus, martyr; Saint Basil for Barlaam, Gordius, Julitta 
and the Forty Martyrs; Saint Asterius of Amasea for 
Euphemia and Phocas; Saint Ambrose for Laurentius, Vitalis 
and Agricola, Agnes, Theodora and Didymus; Rufinus for 
Apollonius and Theodorus, confessor; Paulinus of Nola for 
Felix; Socrates for Macedonius and companions; Sozomen 
for Eusebius and companions and Basil of Ancyra; Theodoret 
for Cyrillus and companions, Juventinus and Maximinus; 
Palladius for Potamiaena; St Augustine for the twenty African 
martyrs; and finally Saint Vigilius for Sisinnius and 
companions. 

There remain the separate Passions to the number of 
seventy-four, upon which the future efforts of criticism will 



have to be directed. Already a certain number of these have 
been definitely classed. Others have received provisional 
recognition, while it is to be feared that not a few will have 
to remain in the limbo to which critics have been forced to 
relegate them from lack of information by which to judge of 
their merits or demerits. 

Scholars are generally agreed in giving the place of honour - 
corresponding to the two first categories in our classification 
- to certain celebrated documents of which unhappily the 
list is far from long: Polycarp, Justinus, the Martyrs of Lyons, 
the Scillitan Martyrs, Perpetua, Cyprianus, Fructuosus, Jacob 
and Marianus, Maximilianus, Marcellusand Cassianus 
Tingitanus. If one puts the setting out of the question, and 
simply retains the Epistle of Ignatius to the Romans which 
belongs to them it is evident that the Acts of Saint Ignatius 
of Antioch should be classed among the pearls of the 
collection. Nor must we forget the Passion of Saint Procopius 
of which the great importance was not at first discerned, as 
it was not recognised as being a fragment of the book of the 
martyrs of Palestine, an authentic work by Eusebius. 

Let us pass at once to the other extreme. The Passio 
A//cep/7or/and the Passio Bonifatii belong to the category of 
imaginative romance. We may add to them the Acts, of 
Didymus and Theodora of Genesius the Comedian, as well as 
the Acts of Theodotus of Ancyra of which the kernel is a tale 
related by Herodotus, while the existence of the hero of the 
narrative is not vouched for by any historical document. 

The historical romance category, that is to say the fourth 
variety of hagiographic texts, is by no means slenderly 
represented in Ruinart. No one will resent our placing on the 
list Symphorosa, Felicitas and her seven sons, Afra, Cyricus 
and Julitta, Petrus Balsamus, Vincentius, Firmus and 
Rusticus, Lucianus and Marianus. I can see no sufficient 



reason for according a higher place to the Martyrs of 
Agaunum, to Donatianus and Rogatianus, Victor, Tarachus 
and Probus, Ferreolus, Arcadius or to Leo and Paregorius. 

The remaining documents of the collection must remain for 
the time being in the third category, i.e., among the 
Passions which have as their principal source an historic 
document of the first or the second rank. Is it necessary to 
add that this class subdivides itself into numerous varieties 
determined both by the quality of the primitive document 
and the capacity of the editor? Nor must it be forgotten that 
in the case of the majority of these documents critics have 
not yet been able to arrive at a unanimous conclusion, 
owing to their not having been submitted to any searching 
study; let us add that some of them, by reason of their 
mixed character, lend themselves with difficulty to a strict 
classification. 

The most important of the contents of the third class are 
undoubtedly the Passions of Pionius, Montanus and Lucius, 
Maximus and Crispina. Possibly it may be thought that they 
have not been placed in sufficiently good company. I do not 
think it would be justifiable to show them greater honour. It 
is scarcely possible to hesitate as to adding to them the 
following Passions: Achatius, Petrus, Andreas and his 
companions, Felix, Saturninus, Dativus and his companions. 
Agape and Chionia, Irenaeus, Pollio, Euplus, Philippus, 
Phileas and Philoromus, Quirinus, Julius, Marcianus and 
Nicander and Sabas Gothus. 

To these may be added the following Acts which have been 
much less studied: Epipodius and Alexander, Trypho and 
Respicius, Cyrillus, Claudius, Astorius and his companions, 
Serenus, Faustus and Januarius, Genesius Arelatensis, 
Patricius Bishop of Prusa, and the Egyptian martyrs. It is not 
impossible that a thorough study of their origin and 



composition might result in the deposition of some of them 
from the rank that has so far been assigned to them. 

The Acts concerning the Persian martyrs (Symeon, Pherbute, 
Sadoth and Bademus) constitute a separate group which 
might be included in the class under discussion. Previous to 
the publication of their various recensions (so far unprinted) 
both in Armenian and Syriac it would be premature to 
pronounce on the original form and consequently also on 
the documentary value of these narratives. 

One can scarcely discuss Dom Ruinart's collection without 
mentioning the enterprise of Le Blant, to whom we owe a 
"Supplement to the Acta Sincera". This learned scholar did 
not propose in any sense to enlarge Ruinart's volume by 
introducing into it historical texts that the erudite 
Benedictine had overlooked, or that had been brought to 
light by recent discoveries. He tried to show that various 
narratives not included in the Acta sincera "have retained - 
although re-cast and added to in varying degrees - certain 
genuine portions derived from original documents". He calls 
these "interpolated Acts," possessing a certain value as 
containing fragments of the truth, and the following is the 
method by which he proposes to identify them: "A 
systematic collating of these pieces with the information 
furnished by civil and criminal law, with the text of the most 
authentic Acts and with the data solidly established by 
witnesses from the past, such is, in my opinion, a clear 
means of establishing the degree of credibility to which 
hagiographic narratives may be entitled; such is the method 
I propose to follow in seeking out those grains of truth 
scattered through certain documents which, in accordance 
with the opinion of Tillemont cannot be wholly rejected even 
though they may offer some disquieting features". 



I admire as highly as any one the vast erudition of Le Blant 
and the exemplary patience with which he has pursued the 
vestiges of antiquity, often so hard to recognise, through a 
mass of insipid literature. Yet it must needs be said that the 
very conception under-lying his work has been a false one, 
and likely to mislead investigators. For, in point of fact, in 
order that an interpolated or paraphrased narrative should 
possess any value it must be derived from some historical 
source the pedigree of which can be clearly ascertained. 
Purely literary accretions may go back very far without 
imparting the least credit to the stock on which they are 
grafted. In all ages cantos from Virgil have been composed. 
Observe to what conclusions one might be drawn if one 
wished to make capital out of the antiquity of their various 
parts. From the correct legal phraseology to be met with in 
certain Passions we may sometimes, no doubt, conclude that 
the author lived at a time when the ancient formulae had 
not yet fallen into disuse, but more often it would be truer to 
infer that he had studied a classical model which had 
supplied him with felicitious expressions and technical 
phrases. It would be entirely a mistake to deduce from this 
solitary fact that he had worked on a historic record, and 
that his narrative was derived from a contemporary 
chronicle of events. 

In point of fact Le Blant has frequently succeeded in 
discovering in documents of a debased period or devoid of 
historic value details which reveal a condition of things 
going back to classical antiquity; but he has been mistaken 
in concluding that "these writings have preserved, in more 
points than one, features of the lost originals". If we followed 
him on these lines, we ought to infer from certain superficial 
indications that the Acts of Saint Agnes, Saint Agatha, Saint 
Urban, Saints Cosmas and Damian, Saint Cecilia, etc., as we 
possess them to-day, are all versions of earlier Acts which 
have undergone, as he expresses it, "des retouches 



evidentes". I might quote more than one contemporary of 
our own, who in his novels has affected the knowledge of a 
specialist in certain technical details. Will posterity be forced 
to conclude that his stories possess a foundation of truth 
and that he has merely made a free use of original 
documents? 

No doubt Le Blant has done good service by showing "that 
frequently the information furnished by secondary texts is in 
agreement with that supplied by classic documents," but he 
was mistaken in supposing that "if these latter had not come 
into our hands we should have obtained much useful 
information from the rest concerning the principal features 
in the history of the persecutions On the contrary, it must be 
obvious to all that if we had not the check provided by the 
classic texts, we should have no means of discerning the 
really primitive elements in documents without intrinsic 
value, and that we should be building up the history of the 
persecutions upon a foundation of sand. 

This, however, is no reason for giving up the idea of 
supplementing Ruinart, after having taken much away from 
him. But, as we have seen, the first thing to be done is to 
realise clearly the place to be given to every document in 
the hierarchy of hagiographic records. The new Ruinart 
which we should like to compile would only contain the 
historical records belonging to the first three categories set 
out at the beginning of this chapter. 



V - The "Dossier" of a Saint 

Documents concerning Saint Procopius of Caesarea - 
Account given by Eusebius - Monuments testifying to the 
cuitus - The three iegends of Saint Procopius - Anaiysis of 
the three iegends - The Synaxaries - Latin Acts of Saint 
Procopius - Adaptations to Saint Ephysius and to Saint John 
of Aiexandria - Conciusions 

It is often an arduous task to establish the claims of a saint 
of the first centuries to the honours of public worship. Where 
historical documents are not entirely lacking they have 
sometimes undergone such marked modifications under the 
combined efforts of legend and legend writers that one can 
only make use of them with extreme caution. Nor is it all 
plain sailing when, by rare good fortune, the cause of a saint 
is founded on a comparatively well-furnished record. One 
must know how to classify the documents, to interpret them 
at their proper value, to weigh evidence, and to establish 
the degree of credibility to which each witness is entitled. It 
is a long and infinitely delicate task in which the 
inexperienced critic, unfamiliar with hagiography, meets 
with many a disappointment. 

A providential accident has preserved for us an 
exceptionally complete series of documents concerning a 
saint of the persecution under Diocletian. Contemporary 
records, narratives derived from them and revised more than 
once, entries in the martyrologies, historical proofs of the 
existence of a local cuitus, the distant echoes of legend, 
everything that tradition is in the habit of distributing with 
niggardly hand between several saints is here united round 
a single name. The saint in question is Saint Procopius, the 
"great martyr," honoured by the Greek Church on 8th July, 



and inscribed on the same date in the Roman Martyrology. In 
following step by step the traces of his cultus in literary 
monuments we shall arrive at an exact appreciation of the 
value of the documents concerning him. It will then be easy 
to extend to analogous cases the conclusions to which this 
examination will have led us. 

Saint Procopius is the first of those martyrs of Palestine, of 
whom Eusebius, at once historian and eye-witness of the 
great persecution, has related the valiant resistance and the 
intrepid calmness in the face of death. Two versions have 
come down to us of Eusebius's tractate. The shortest and 
best known is usually read between the eighth and ninth 
book of the Ecclesiastical History. The other, more 
developed, has only come down to us in its entirety in a 
Syriac translation. Of the Greek text there only remain 
fragments and abstracts. The chapter concerning Procopius 
in the longer recension has not been found, like other 
chapters of the same work, in the Greek menologies. But the 
Latin Passion-- aries have preserved this fragment of 
Eusebius's book, the only fragment, so far as is known, to 
penetrate to the West. The following are the words in which 
the Bishop of Caesarea relates the history of Procopius and 
his martyrdom. 

"The first of the martyrs of Palestine was Procopius, a man 
filled with Divine grace, who, before his martyrdom, had 
ordered his life so well that from childhood he had been 
vowed to chastity and to the practice of all the virtues. He 
had reduced his body until he had given it so to speak the 
appearance of a corpse, but his soul drew from the Word of 
God so great a vigour that the body itself was refreshed by 
it. He lived on bread and water, and only ate food every two 
or three days; sometimes he prolonged his fast during a 
whole week. Meditation on the Divine Word so filled his 
being that he remained absorbed in it day and night without 



any sense of fatigue. Filled with goodness and gentleness, 
regarding himself as the least of men, he edified every one 
by his discourses. The word of God was his sole study, and of 
profane sciences he had but a mediocre knowledge. Born at 
Elia, he had taken up his residence at Scythopolis where he 
filled three ecclesiastical functions. He was reader and 
interpreter in the Syriac language, and cast out evil spirits 
by the imposition of hands. 

"Sent with companions from Scythopolis to Caesarea he had 
scarcely passed the city gates when he was conducted into 
the presence of the governor, and even before he had had a 
taste of chains or prison walls he was at once urged by the 
judge Flavian to sacrifice to the gods. But he, in a strong 
voice, proclaimed that there are not several gods, but one 
alone, the creator and author of all things. This answer made 
a vivid impression on the judge. Finding nothing to say in 
reply, he tried to persuade Procopius at least to sacrifice to 
the Emperors. But the martyr of God despised his entreaties. 
'Listen,' he said, 'to this verse of Homer: It is not good to 
have several masters; let there be one single chief, one 
single king.' At these words, as though he had uttered 
imprecations against the emperors, the judge ordered him to 
be led to the place of execution. They cut off his head, and 
he passed happily to eternal life by the shortest road, on the 
7th of the month of Desius, the day that the Latins call the 
nones of July, in the first year of our persecution. This was 
the first martyrdom that took place at Caesarea." 

Comment would but weaken the impression made by this 
noble and sober narrative, and, in our own day, no one 
would dream of putting it into a better style, as the process 
was called in the Middle Ages. We shall see directly the sort 
of success it achieved. 



It was not long before Saint Procopius was in the enjoyment 
of all the honours accorded to martyrs. It is perhaps scarcely 
right to quote in evidence the inscription of his name in the 
Eastern martyrology, which has come down to us in the 
pseudo-Hieronymian compilation. He figures on 8th July, 
under the formula, In Caesarea Cappadocia, Procopi. The 
value of this evidence is not actually lessened by the 
erroneous reference to Caesarea in Cappadocia, instead of to 
Caesarea in Palestine. This is a mistake which runs through 
the Hieronymian martyrology and was wholly attributable to 
the editor. But the Oriental annals depended, in the case of 
the Palestine martyrs, on Eusebius's book. They do not 
therefore in themselves testify to the existence of a living 
cultus. 

Happily, so far as Saint Procopius is concerned, we have 
other proofs establishing the antiquity of the honours 
rendered him. Pilgrims journeyed to Caesarea to venerate 
his holy remains, over which they erected a basilica. In 484 
it was restored by the Emperor Zeno. Scythopolis, the home 
of the martyr, also set up a shrine in his honour the 
existence of which was attested in the sixth century. 

Devotion to Saint Procopius must soon have become popular 
and have spread far beyond the boundaries of Palestine. In 
proof of this we find the blossoming of legends which early 
developed around the memory of the martyr of Caesarea, 
and of which we shall attempt to trace out the principal 
phases. 

There are in existence a whole series of different versions, 
for the most part unpublished, of the legend of Saint 
Procopius, for the detailed study of which there is no room 
here. On some other occasion we propose to discuss from a 
technical point of view and to classify the various texts in 
their relations to one another. But the following are the 
results to which this work of classification has led us. 



Three main versions of the legend must be distinguished. 
The first, and the most ancient, is represented by the text of 
the Paris manuscript, 1470, and by a Latin Passion which has 
come down to us in a manuscript belonging to Monte 
Cassino. The Latin version presupposes a Greek version 
varying somewhat from the one that we still possess. We 
shall, however, restrict ourselves to a study of this latter, as 
from our immediate point of view the divergences are of no 
importance. The group thus composed of the two texts will 
henceforth be referred to as the first legend of Saint 
Procopius. 

The second legend is to be met with in a large number of 
manuscripts, in various more or less developed versions. M. 
A. Papadopoulos-Kerameus has published the one which is 
most widely spread, printed from a manuscript in the 
convent of Vatopedi on Mount Athos. 1 Unhappily this 
particular copy is abridged, and in order to analyse the 
legend we have made use of the Greek manuscript Paris, 

897. 

The title of third legendmW be reserved for the group 
consisting of two closely allied versions of which one has 
been published in Greek by the Bollandists, and the other in 
Latin by Lipomani, and after him by Surius. 

We need not at this point take into consideration the various 
panegyrics of the saint, which are usually derived from one 
or other of the preceding categories. 

We shall begin by summarising the first legend of Saint 
Procopius. As far as bulk is concerned, it is seven or eight 
times as long as Eusebius's narrative: of its literary qualities 
the reader must judge for himself. 



The narrative opens with an imaginary edict by Diocletian, a 
violent attack upon the faithful. The persecution breaks out, 
and the judge, Flavianus, a monster of cruelty, arrives at 
Caesarea. The Blessed Procopius was a native of Elia and 
performed the functions of lector and exorcist. His ministry 
met with so much success that the attention of Flavianus 
was quite naturally drawn to him. Accordingly Flavianus 
summons him to his presence. 

The judge is seated on the judgment-seat when Blessed 
Procopius is led in. As soon as he appears the people are 
unable to restrain their fury and roar like wild beasts: "There 
is the man who despises our gods, and tramples under foot 
the decree of the emperor". Flavianus, inspired by the devil, 
asks the martyr: "What is your name?" The martyr replies: "I 
am a Christian. My name is Procopius." The judge: "Are you 
alone ignorant of the divine commands of the Emperor, in 
accordance with which those who refuse to sacrifice to the 
gods must themselves be tortured and put to death? I 
cannot express my astonishment at seeing you, at your 
mature age, acting with such madness. How can you teach 
others, when you yourself have lost your senses? How dare 
you pretend that God was born of a woman and was 
crucified! Who would not scoff at such an invention? I warn 
you, therefore, to forsake this foolish error and to sacrifice to 
the gods and respectfully adore the image of the emperor, if 
you do not wish to suffer death. It is to be hoped that the 
tortures undergone by those who have preceded you may 
teach you a little sense." 

This harangue by Flavianus is followed by a long speech 
from the martyr, who exhorts him to recognise God the 
Creator. Among the arguments he brings forward are the 
views of the philosophers, Hermes Trismegistus, Homer, 
Plato, Aristotle, Socrates, Galen and Scamandrus, who all 
proclaimed the unity of God. After various arguments in 



favour of Christianity the orator is interrupted by the judge 
who mingles threats with his exhortations. 

The martyr replies, but this time with less calm, nor is he 
sparing of insults. The invectives fade away into a lengthy 
dissertation, after which the judge orders the tortures to be 
begun. The martyr is strung up, his body is scraped, his 
wounds are made more painful by being covered with salt 
and rubbed with a rough hair-cloth. The executioners tear 
the flesh on his face with iron hooks till he is past 
recognition, and they break his bones. 

Then the judge commands a certain person named 
Archelaus to cut the martyr's head off, but the man's hands 
are suddenly paralysed and he falls down dead. 

The exasperated Flavianus sends Procopius to prison, loaded 
with chains. There the martyr recites a long prayer. Christ 
appears to him in the guise of an angel and heals his 
wounds. Three days later there is a second interrogatory, in 
the course of which Flavianus reproaches him for having had 
recourse to magic in order to kill Archelaus and to efface the 
scars of his own wounds. Then he orders him to be hung up 
and whipped with thongs of ox hide; the executioners apply 
burning coal to his back and reopen all his wounds by 
driving red-hot nails into his flesh. The saint does not cease 
speaking and overwhelms the judge with reproaches and 
insults, to which the judge replies by fresh tortures. The 
dialogue continues while more red-hot skewers are driven 
into the martyr's flesh. At length Flavianus invents a fresh 
ordeal. He orders a little altar to be set up. The martyr is 
made to stretch out his hand filled with burning coal, and 
incense is flung upon it "If you throw the burning incense on 
the altar," declares Flavianus, "you will have sacrificed to 
the gods." Procopius remains resolute and his hand never 
moves. He weeps, but it is not his own sufferings that draws 



tears from his eyes, but the obstinacy of Flavianus. 
Thunderstruck, Flavianus at length pronounces sentence of 
death. The Blessed Procopius is led outside the town to be 
executed. He begs for an hour's reprieve, and offers up a 
lengthy prayer, after which he submits to the fatal blow. The 
Christians carry off his body and give it decent sepulture. 

Here we are indeed far removed from the discreet simplicity 
of Eusebius and the pious enthusiasm which pervades his 
narrative. The Passio Procopii, that we have summarised, is a 
piece of cold and clumsy rhetoric, relying for its effect on 
long speeches supplemented by commonplace sentiments 
and descriptions of tortures. 

It cannot be pretended that the hagiographer was compelled 
to write in this way for lack of information concerning the 
saint. He had in his hands, not the mere summary by 
Eusebius contained in the Ecclesiastical History, but his 
developed text. It was there he learned that Procopius was a 
native of Elia, that he lived a holy life, that he performed 
ecclesiastical functions - as he omits all reference to 
Scythopolis, the assumption is that it was at Jerusalem - that 
the judge was named Flavianus, that the martyr died by the 
sword. Everything that he adds is pure invention, as, for 
example, the episode of Archelaus miraculously struck down 
at the moment when he is about to decapitate the saint, the 
vision enjoyed by the martyr in prison, the instant healing of 
his wounds, and finally the scene of the incense which is 
borrowed from the life of Saint Barlaam. 

It is not easy, beneath these borrowed plumes, to recognise 
the martyr commended by Eusebius, the simple-minded 
Christian nourished on Holy Scripture, an entire stranger to 
rhetorical methods and dialectical subtlety. True, we still 
have the lector, the exorcist and the ascetic. In later legends 
the transformation is carried much farther. In them the 



austere figure of the clerk of Scythopolis is wholly lost, and 
we have in his place a mail-clad warrior, his sword by his 
side and his lance at rest. 

We must now summarise the second legend, notably longer 
than its predecessor. 

Diocletian initiated a terrible persecution against the 
Christians, despatching edicts to all parts. The contents of 
the copy sent to Elia are given. The emperor himself goes to 
Egypt where he defeats the usurper Achilles, and thence he 
proceeds to Antioch where he receives from the senate a 
sort of profession of idolatrous faith. 

Now there lived at Jerusalem, at that time called Elia, a 
noble lady named Theodosia who had a son named Neanias, 
a pagan like herself. His mother brought him to Antioch in 
order to recommend him to the kind notice of the emperor. 
The latter, captivated by his good looks and by his zeal on 
behalf of the heathen deities, forthwith created him Duke of 
Alexandria, and before he started to take up his new 
appointment urged upon him to seek out the Christians and 
to punish them severely. And in order to convince him of the 
folly of the Christians, Diocletian, gave him a summary of 
the life of Christ with commentaries of his own. 

Thus Neanias takes his departure, like a second Saul, 
breathing hatred and vengeance. But he too was to tread 
the road to Damascus. As he was leaving Apamea, an 
earthquake accompanied by lightning made itself felt, and a 
voice from a cloud was heard: "Whither goest thou, 
Neanias?" At the same time a crystal cross became visible, 
and he heard the words: "I am Jesus crucified, the Son of 
God Neanias makes various protestations, but the voice 
continues, "Thou shalt be to me a vessel of election," and 
again, "By this sign thou shalt conquer." 



The converted Neanias journeys with his soldiers to 
Scythopolis, and there commissions a certain Mark to make 
him a gold and silver cross similar to the one seen in his 
vision. As soon as it was completed three figures appeared 
upon it with the names in Hebrew, Emanuel, Michael and 
Gabriel. With the help of this miraculous cross Neanias put 
to flight a body of Agarenians, killing 6,000 of them. He then 
returned home to his mother and broke up all the family 
idols, distributing the precious metal among the poor. His 
terrified mother denounces her son to Diocletian, and he 
consoles her by giving her permission to select a new son for 
herself from among the senators. At the same time he 
despatches a letter to the governor named Oulcion, 
charging him to examine Neanias and put him to death with 
torture should he persist in his impiety. Neanias learns the 
contents of the emperor's letter, tears it into a thousand 
fragments, and declares himself a Christian. The governor 
orders him to be put in chains and escorted to Caesarea. 

Oulcion presides at the trial and condemns Neanias to be 
hung up and his flesh tom with iron hooks. When the 
executioners are exhausted and all the martyr's bones are 
exposed, he is led back to prison. There he is visited by 
angels, and favoured by a vision of Christ who baptises him, 
changes his name to Procopius and heals all his wounds. 

The next day there is a fresh interrogatory. The governor 
attributes the healing of the martyr to the power of the 
gods. Procopius immediately requests to be taken to the 
temple. The impious judge and the people imagine that the 
constancy of the martyr has given way and that he is about 
to sacrifice to the gods. He is therefore conducted to the 
temple with much pomp. But far from denying his Christian 
faith, Neanias breaks the idols in pieces by the virtue of the 
sign of the cross. 



Here two long episodes occur. The first is that of the 
conversion of the soldiers, who go to visit Procopius in 
prison. The martyr persuades his jailer to allow him to 
conduct them to the bishop Leontius who baptises them, 
after which the martyr returns to prison. He confirms the 
new converts in their faith, and later they are martyred 
before his eyes. 

As a counterpart to this narrative concerning the soldiers we 
next have ,the history of twelve matrons of senatorial rank 
who, in their turn, embrace the Christian religion and die 
after enduring inexpressible tortures. Theodosia, the mother 
of Procopius, is so touched by the spectacle of their 
constancy that she too is converted and suffers death with 
them. 

Not long afterwards the governor Oulcion contracts a 
malignant fever and dies, and Flavianus takes his place at 
Caesarea. The martyr is summoned before his tribunal, and 
there follow almost all the scenes described in the earlier 
legend. 

Is it necessary to bring evidence to prove that this version is 
of later date than that which we have entitled the first 
legend? It is clear that this longer story is derived from it 
and marks a definite step in the legendary development. 
Neither the setting nor the rhetoric of the first legend went 
so far as to alter the physiognomy of the martyr in any 
essential details. It preserved at least the memory of his 
ecclesiastical functions. In the later version the lector and 
exorcist disappears entirely, and we have in his stead a 
young heathen soldier and magistrate miraculously 
converted to Christianity. His name was originally Neanias, 
and it required nothing less than a vision to impose the 
name Procopius upon him. 



This detail alone should suffice to betray the methods of the 
hagiographer. He has joined together two histories, that of 
Neanias which took place under the governorship of Oulcion 
and that of Procopius with Flavianus as judge. 

What is the origin of the Neanias legend? It is impossible to 
say, nor is it necessary to investigate further before 
relegating it among compositions of the purest fantasy. It is 
a medley of stock incidents and reminiscences. The 
conversion of Saint Paul, the vision of Constantine, the Acts 
of Saint Polycarp and many other narratives which it were 
tedious to recall further, have furnished the compiler of this 
history with the main incidents. The introduction of Neanias 
into the legend has completed the metamorphosis of Saint 
Procopius, Save for his name, nothing remains of him, and of 
Eusebius's narrative one can recall only vague 
reminiscences seen in the names of Elia, Scythopolis, 
Caesarea and Flavianus. 

The second legend is of great antiquity. It was current in the 
eighth century, and inspired sufficient confidence to be 
produced before the Fathers of the second council of Nicaea. 
The episode of the miraculous cross was quoted as evidence 
in favour of the veneration of images, as may be read in the 
Acts of the Council. 

In its third disguise the legend has enjoyed a notoriety no 
less widespread. It was incorporated in the collection of 
Metaphrastes, and with the other documents was 
reproduced in a large number of copies. 

There are even in existence two versions of this recension, of 
which the one that would appear to be the earlier in point of 
date has not yet been printed. We can, however, gather a 
sufficient idea of it from the translation published by 
Lipomani. The second provides the text of the Acta 



Sanctorum. These two versions of the third legend are not 
sufficiently distinct to require separate treatment here. 
Without any inconvenience we may pass over the details 
peculiar to each and restrict ourselves to the features they 
possess in common. 

Let us admit at once that between the second and third 
legend there are no essential differences. The succession of 
incidents is the same in both cases, nor has the new editor 
thought it necessary to tone down the absurdities of his 
model. His efforts appear to have been concentrated upon 
the style, and all the conventions of old-fashioned rhetoric 
are pretentiously displayed throughout the pages in which 
the Passion of Saint Procopius is supposed to be related in a 
more attractive form. I will quote only a single instance in 
illustration of the methods of a school of hagiographers 
which has enjoyed much popularity. 

Each time the editor comes across an historical or 
geographical name he uses it as a text on which to build up 
an erudite little dissertation into which he drags all the 
reminiscences that the name recalls to his mind. Thus, when 
be relates that Diocletian arrived at Antioch, it reminds him 
that at Daphne, near the town, there was a celebrated 
sanctuary of Apollo. He therefore hastens to add that the 
Emperor went there to make solemn sacrifice to the God. Nor 
was it possible for him to forget that Antioch played an 
illustrious part in the history of the primitive Church, and 
that it was there the disciples of the new faith first received 
the title of Christians. The writer has no idea of passing the 
fact over in silence. 

A few lines farther on the question arises as to the native 
town of Theodosia, the mother of Procopius. In all earlier 
texts the town had been said to be Elia. This is how the new 
editor deals with the theme: "Theodosia occupied a leading 



position in the city. This city had previously borne the names 
of Jerusalem and of Sion. But after it had been taken by the 
Romans as a punishment for its crime towards Christ, 
Hadrian, who then wielded the imperial sceptre, renamed it 
Elia." 

The mention of Caesarea furnishes yet further occasion for a 
display of erudition. Unfortunately in this instance the 
editor's learning is at fault, for he confuses Caesarea Paneas 
or Philippi with Caesarea Stratonica in Palestine, and he 
flounders in his error. "The judge commanded that the saint 
should be conducted to Caesarea, where he was busy with 
the construction of a temple. We refer to that town of 
Caesarea which we are accustomed to call of Philip, and 
which was formerly called Tower of Straton. The Phoenicians 
named it Paneas, a title derived from the neighbouring 
mountain range Paneos. And as we have recalled that town, 
we should reproach ourselves were we to pass over in 
silence an interesting story that has reference to it" . . . and 
he proceeds to relate, in the words of Eusebius, the well- 
known legend of the sculptured group representing, 
according to tradition, Christ and the woman who suffered 
from an issue of blood. 

We need not proceed further with the accumulation of proofs 
of the pedantry of our author. It has not diminished the 
popularity of his narrative. It is of this third legend that there 
still exists the greatest number of copies, and it served 
definitely to install Saint Procopius for all future ages in the 
character of a warrior martyr. 

The inevitable result of transforming Procopius lector into 
Procopius soldier has been to duplicate the individual. In 
certain synaxaries one may read, under the date 8th July, 
the passion of the great martyr Procopius, that is to say the 
officer of the second and third legend, followed by the 



commemoration of Procopius, exorcist, martyred at 
Caesarea. This latter is further celebrated on 22nd 
November, and on that occasion a slightly abbreviated 
version of Eusebius's account is read. 

In some copies the commemoration of Saint Procopius is 
repeated on the following day, 23rd November. But there he 
no longer bears his own name "Procopius of Palestine," but is 
styled Procopius "who suffered in Persia". 

Whence comes this qualification? We know of no Persian 
martyr of the name of Procopius. It is obvious that we are 
here in the presence of a blunder, but it is impossible to 
ascertain its origin in any very precise way, and we can but 
chronicle another of the many aberrations of the compilers 
of synaxaries. Those who are in the habit of handling this 
class of volume will entertain no doubt whatever that it is 
the one and only Saint Procopius who is made to figure in 
these various disguises. 

The synaxaries of recent date and the menaea which have 
borrowed their historical sections, only inscribe Saint 
Procopius the officer, and add commemorations of his 
mother Theodosia, of the twelve matrons put to death with 
her, and of the officers Antiochus and Nicostratus, who, 
according to the legend, were in command of the soldiers 
converted by Procopius. 

The Latins have also studied the Acts of Saint Procopius, and 
we have seen that the original narrative of Eusebius has 
been preserved as a separate document in their passionaries 
alone. From it is derived the very exact commemoration 
contained in the historic Latin martyrologies. We have 
explained further that the first legend of Saint Procopius was 
probably known to the West through a Latin version made in 
Southern Italy. The portion of the second legend that was 



read at the Council of Nicaea was translated by Anastasius 
the librarian. But it is almost certain that a complete 
translation must also have existed. 

We are justified in inferring this from a study of the Latin 
adaptations of the Acts of Saint Procopius. For the illustrious 
martyr has not been spared a single one of the indignities to 
which clumsy hagiographers have subjected those saints on 
whom they have bestowed special attention. Not satisfied 
with composing on his behalf a history in which facts are 
completely travestied, and the character of the saint 
perverted, they have further transformed his history into a 
sort of passe-partout, a specimen biography which has been 
made to fit the lives of various obscure saints concerning 
whom all information is lacking. 

The second legend of Saint Procopius served in the first 
place to furnish Acts for Saint Ephysius of Cagliari. Apart 
from a few petty incidents clumsily tacked on to the text, 
and a few names of places designed to connect the saint 
with Sardinia, the story such as we know it has scarcely 
been revised, and in particular nothing has been done to 
give it a greater appearance of probability. 

There is of course no question of a mission to Alexandria in 
the legend of Ephysius, but the name of the city has become 
that of the mother of the martyr who, in the original legend, 
was called Theodosia. Both are equally described as noble 
ladies of Elia and as having for husband a Christian named 
Christopher. Like Procopius, Ephysius is taken to Antioch by 
his mother and introduced to Diocletian, who entrusts him 
with the duty of persecuting the Christians, not indeed of 
Egypt, but of Italy. The vision occurs at a place called 
Urittania, and it is at Gaeta that a silversmith named John 
supplies him with a crucifix. By the power of the sign of the 
cross Ephysius scatters the Saracens and then sets sail for 



Sardinia. He lands at Arborea, and in a short time makes 
himself master of the whole island. It is from Cagliari that he 
writes to Diocletian and to his mother to announce his 
conversion. 

The emperor despatches to him one of his officers named 
Julicus, who, on Ephysius's refusal to apostatise, subjects 
him to cruel tortures. Like Oulcion in the original legend, 
Julicus is shortly struck down by a fatal fever. His place is 
taken by Flavianus, whose acquaintance we have already 
made. This savage judge does not forget to inflict on the 
martyr the ordeal of Saint Barlaam, after which he condemns 
him to have his head cut off. The sentence is carried out 
apud Caralitanam civitatem in loco qui dicitur Nuras. 

The history ends with a short narrative concerning a Saint 
Juvenalis, Archbishop of Cagliari, an entirely unknown 
personage, and with the following declaration, which 
however does not enable us to believe for a moment in the 
good faith of the biographer: "And seeing that I, Mark, the 
priest, had beheld his passion with my Own eyes from the 
beginning unto the end, at the request of the blessed martyr 
Ephysius himself, I have faithfully and truly recounted it in 
the hope that it will be profitable alike to our contemporaries 
and to posterity." - Acta Saints, May, v.6, p.732 

At Venice, in the church of Saint Daniel, there is preserved 
the body of a Saint John, martyr {sanctiJohannis duds 
Alexandrini martyris), which was brought there from 
Constantinople in 1215. For this unknown martyr some 
history some needed, and no better plan was forthcoming 
than that of despoiling Saint Procopius for his benefit, and 
applying to him the legend in all its details and in its most 
complete and fabulous form. In this case also the martyr was 
called Neanias in his pre-Christian days and his mother was 
born at Elia, while it was the Emperor Maximian who 



entrusted to him the duty of exterminating the faithful of 
Alexandria. The two prefects who successively summoned 
him before their tribunal bore the names of Oulcion and 
Flavianus; the conversion of the soldiers, of the twelve 
matrons and of the mother of the martyr all recur. Leontius, 
instead of being Bishop of Caesarea, figures on this occasion 
as Bishop of Alexandria, and it is in the latter city that John 
meets with his death. 

It is now time to summarise the preceding pages. Thanks to 
the testimony of Eusebius, the existence of the martyr Saint 
Procopius is fully established together with the main 
outlines of his life and the manner of his death. Of itself this 
narrative would not be sufficient to establish the fact of a 
traditional cultus, and the same is true, as has been already 
explained, of the inclusion of the saint in the Hieronymian 
Martyrology. The existence, however, of the shrines at 
Caesarea and at Scythopolis supply an incontrovertible proof 
of veneration. 

The narrative of Eusebius was rapidly supplanted by legends 
throughout the East. It has left no trace in the Greek 
menologies in which the place which one would have liked 
to see assigned to it on 8th July is invariably filled by one or 
other of the legendary forms. Of the three legends with 
which we are familiar it is the most historical version that 
has enjoyed the least popularity. 

One may say briefly that throughout the Middle Ages Saint 
Procopius was venerated in the character attributed to him 
by the second legend. Even in our own day he still belongs 
to the category of warrior saints. It is important to remember 
that the type is one common to a number of well-known 
heroes - George, Theodore, Mercurius, Menas, Demetrius and 
others - and that the only literary monuments in which we 
can inform ourselves concerning most of them are 



documents of the same class as those which constitute the 
legend of Procopius. Let us now see how much of them the 
historian must reject or retain. 

The historic residue is this: a Christian named Procopius, a 
native of Jerusalem, was martyred under Diocletian by order 
of the judge Flavianus, and suffered death by the sword. We 
have the good fortune to be able to verify these details, and 
to confirm their accuracy, thanks to the single historical 
source which acquaints us with the personality of Saint 
Procopius, and which a providential accident has preserved 
for us. On the other hand, the comparison of our legend with 
Eusebius's book establishes without a doubt that all the 
other details are a pure invention. 

Thus the names of the saint's parents, his state of life, his 
qualities, his life and adventures, the tortures he endured, 
his imprisonment, the conversions he brought about, his 
miracles, the visions with which he was favoured, all these 
are mere fabrications. Not only must the impossible Oulcion 
be expunged from the list of Roman magistrates, but we 
must exclude from the Greek liturgical books the names of 
Theodosia, of the twelve matrons and of the two officers as 
being the simple inventions of hagiographers. 

And yet the legends we have been dissecting had their 
origin in a historical work of the first quality. Such are the 
results hagiographers are capable of producing when they 
have good documents to work upon. In what terms shall we 
qualify their productions when, in the absence of all 
guidance, they have felt justified in giving free rein to their 
imaginations? 

In the dossier of Saint Procopius, therefore, the legend fills 
the lowest place, and if we had no other document to add to 
it we should find ourselves reduced even when dealing with 



so illustrious a martyr to a series of notes of interrogation. 
The certitude at which we may arrive of the historical 
existence of a saint and the legitimacy of his cultus, in no 
sense depends on the popularity of his legend. A few lines 
written by a contemporary, the text of a martyrology based 
on the liturgical traditions of a Church, or a basilica dating 
from ancient times, these are elements of far greater value 
to the student, and one is thankful to be able to affirm that 
they are not wholly lacking in the credentials of some very 
celebrated saints, whose credit has been seriously 
compromised by the clumsy tactics of their biographers. 

Such testimony is not to be found, alas, among the 
documentary evidence concerning Saint Ephysius of Cagliari 
or Saint John of Alexandria. The very existence of the former 
and the antiquity of the cultus paid to him are only 
guaranteed, as we have seen, by a title which is patently 
spurious. Saintship on this insecure basis is unhappily by no 
means without precedent in the annals of Sardinian 
hagiography. 

As for the martyr John, it appears that his body was stolen 
from the chapel of a monastery in Constantinople as little 
known as the saint himself. His incompetent biographer has 
only succeeded in accentuating our suspicions concerning 
his identity. 



VI - Pagan Survivals and 
Reminiscences 

Part I 

Rites and symbols common to Christianity and to ancient 
religions - Suspicious Practices - Incubation - Collections of 
Miracles - Literary borrowings from pagan sources - 
Unavoidable analogies - Superstitions 

The subject on which we are about to enter is fertile in 
surprises, and, let us confess at once, in regrettable 
confusions. It has borne, and still bears, the brunt of an over- 
ingenious criticism, eager to connect certain religious 
phenomena which come specially within the range of 
hagiography with certain pagan beliefs and practices. By 
means of a subtle exegesis, frequently based on a very wide 
learning, students try to discern beneath the surface of 
Christian legend remains of the older mythologies and links 
with an earlier worship; they point out, between rival 
religions, analogies or similitudes which they maintain can 
only be explained by the fact of their having been borrowed. 

There are men indeed who do not hesitate to assert that in 
the struggle between Christianity and idolatry victory was 
not always on the side where it has been assumed to be, 
and, as might be supposed, it is the cultus of the saints that 
supplies arguments in support of this paradox. 

It were unfair to try and discredit the study of rites or of 
comparative religion by insisting unduly on the 
exaggerations of those who have sinned in these matters by 
over-refinement or by superficiality. The problem before us. 



in spite of the obscurity in which it is involved, is worthy of 
serious examination. 

A material but wholly external link between the new religion 
and the old consists in the common possession of a certain 
number of rites and symbols which we are accustomed to 
regard as our own special property, and which we are 
consequently surprised to discern existing in polytheism and 
bearing much the same meaning. 

In point of fact it would be very surprising if, when seeking 
to propagate her doctrines in the midst of Graeco-Roman 
civilisation, the Church had adopted for her intercourse with 
the people a wholly unknown language, and had 
systematically repudiated everything that until then had 
served to give expression to religious feeling. 

Within the limit imposed by the conventions of race and 
culture, the method of interpreting the emotions of the heart 
cannot be indefinitely varied, and it was natural that the 
new religion should end by appropriating to itself a whole 
ritual which only required to be sanely interpreted to 
become the language of the Christian soul aspiring to the 
one True God. All external signs which did not implicitly 
involve the recognition of polytheism would find grace in the 
eyes of the Church, and if on the one hand she showed no 
undue haste in adapting them officially to her use, on the 
other hand she did not protest when they made their 
appearance as a means of expressing the religious instincts 
of the people. Certain attitudes of prayer and reverence, the 
use of incense and of lamps burning night and day in the 
sanctuary, the offering of ex-votos as a testimony to benefits 
received, are such natural expressions of piety and gratitude 
towards a divine power, that it would be strange if their 
equivalents were not met with in all religions. 



It is therefore an uncritical proceeding to fall back on the 
hypothesis of a direct borrowing, when human nature, acting 
under the influence of religious feeling, affords an adequate 
explanation. Nevertheless I know there are persons who in 
our places of pilgrimage cannot watch the faithful mounting 
the steps of the shrine on their knees, without reflecting that 
the Emperor Claudius ascended the steps of the Capitol in 
the same manner. Others are quick to recall that renowned 
fresco in the Naples museum in which one may see a priest 
of Isis standing before the cella of the temple and presenting 
to the adoration of the congregation a form of pyx 
containing water from the sacred Nile. With but little 
alteration this scene might be made to represent an 
exposition of relics or a benediction in accordance with our 
existing rites. Cicero tells us that at Agrigentum there was a 
much-venerated statue of Hercules of which the mouth and 
chin were worn away by the many worshippers who pressed 
their lips to it. The bronze foot of the statue of Saint Peter in 
Rome has not withstood any better the kisses of the faithful. 

Yet modern Christians have undoubtedly learnt nothing from 
the Sicilian contemporaries of Verres, any more than the 
pilgrims dragging themselves on their knees in the 
fulfillment of a vow, or a Catholic priest blessing his 
congregation with a reliquary are carrying out rites inherited 
from the Romans under the Empire. What is true is that the 
same thought, under analogous circumstances has found 
expression after an interval of centuries in identical actions 
and attitudes. Concerning this point it appears to me that no 
further discussion is called for. 

It must however be confessed that there are certain rites of a 
markedly pagan character sometimes brought to our notice, 
the origin of which is distinctly open to suspicion. The 
curious ceremony which consists in dipping the images of 
saints into water, too obviously recalls the sacred bath of the 



mother of the gods for it to be possible that there is no 
connection between the two. In the same way, it has been 
thought the Church preserved for many centuries a survival 
of the rite of incubation, a superstitious usage widely 
practised in the sanctuaries of Aisculapius, Amphiaraus and 
Serapis. In its essential features it consisted in sleeping in 
the temple, after due preparation and certain prescribed 
ceremonies, with the object of being favoured in a dream by 
an apparition of the divinity, and obtaining either a 
revelation as to the future or the healing of some disease. 

We possess very full information concerning incubation, 
thanks mainly to the inscriptions at Epidaurus. The object 
aimed at was the dream in which the god revealed himself 
and bestowed health, or, more frequently, indicated the 
treatment to be followed. The somewhat complicated ritual 
which usually served as preparation was only a condition for 
propitiating the divinity. 

Among the documents which have been collected on the 
subject of Christian incubation a first place must be 
accorded to the miracles of Saints Cosmas and Damian and 
Saints Cyrus and John. It would be difficult to deny that a 
number of their features do recall incubation as it was 
practised in the temples of Aesculapius. The saints appear to 
the patients during their sleep and either cure them or 
prescribe remedies. Nevertheless, there is nothing to show 
that at these Christian shrines the practice of incubation was 
systematically organised as it was at Epidaurus, or that we 
have in fact anything more here than isolated occurrences. 

Without wishing to contest the fact of the survival, in certain 
basilicas, of a rite that undoubtedly had its superstitious 
side, we must not lose sight of the very special character of 
the documents which give us information concerning it. It is 
an admitted fact that the larger collections of miracles 



bequeathed to us by the Middle Ages are compilations in 
which the most varied materials are mixed up at random, 
and which in consequence can only be used with the utmost 
circumspection. 

Greek hagiographic literature is notably less rich than the 
Latin in collections of this kind. But the examples it does 
contain greatly surpass all others in their grotesque and 
improbable features, and there can be no doubt that a close 
study of their origins would lead to the identification of a 
number of pagan reminiscences and even of formal 
adaptations. 

One of the most celebrated collections is that of the miracles 
of Saint Menas, attributed to Timothy of Alexandria. 
Tillemont who was only acquainted with an incomplete 
edition of the work containing but five miracles, declared 
that "the first is altogether extraordinary, the second rather 
less so, the third and fourth not bad, and the fifth in the 
highest degree scandalous". Tillemont was not the first 
person to be scandalised, and editors of the Menaea felt 
they could not admit the narrative in question without 
notable modifications. The fundamental idea of this 
imaginary miracle, putting aside the burlesque treatment, is 
anything but Christian. The story bears as its title. The 
Paralytic and the Dumb Woman, and it tells how the saint 
ordered a paralytic to share the couch of a dumb woman, 
and it was as the result of this order, under the influence of 
surprise and emotion, that the one recovered the use of his 
limbs and the other her powers of speech. 

This anecdote recalls too vividly certain comic cures 
attributed to AEsculapius, not to have some connection with 
the power of the god. What proves moreover that it has no 
personal connection with Saint Menas, is that the story is to 
be found with identical details in the volume of miracles of 



Saints Cosmas and Damian. As for those who resent the idea 
of any literary interdependence between Christian miracles 
and the official records of the marvellous cures wrought 
through the invocation of AEsculapius, it is necessary to 
remind them of several well-authenticated examples of 
identical miracles in the one and in the other which must be 
derived from one and the same source. The miracle of the 
broken goblet, attributed to Saint Lawrence by Gregory of 
Tours, may be read in a closely similar form on one of the 
stela at Epidaurus. The marvellous history of the 
decapitated head, related on the same stela, is an 
adaptation of a still more ancient narrative; it also has been 
taken over by Christian chroniclers in spite of its obviously 
grotesque character. 

The editors of volumes of miracles have freely availed 
themselves of both borrowing and adaptation, and it will 
only be after a thorough inquiry into the sources from which 
these miracle books are derived that they can be made use 
of as historical documents. As far as investigations have 
gone at present, it is impossible to ascertain what really 
belongs to them, and it is consequently only with prudent 
reservations that they can be quoted in evidence of the 
custom we are discussing. 

It is therefore very difficult to decide to what extent 
incubation, as it appears to have been practised in certain 
basilicas, continued to retain all the characteristics of pagan 
incubation, nor do we know whether the Church ever 
formally sanctioned the rite in certain places, while 
attempting to give it a Christian character. It is however 
quite certain that the extent of its diffusion throughout the 
Christian world has been greatly exaggerated. In point of 
fact the majority of examples that are quoted have no more 
real connection with incubation than the story of 



Redemptus, Bishop of Ferentino, related by Saint Gregory as 
follows: 

"On a certain day as he was making the round of his diocese 
he came to the church of blessed Eutychius, the martyr. As 
night was coming on, he had a bed made for himself beside 
the martyr's tomb, and there after his labour he lay down to 
rest. Towards midnight, so he declared, he was neither 
asleep nor yet could keep fully awake, but his active mind 
oppressed with drowsiness, as often happens, seemed to be 
crushed by some heavy weight. When lo! the said blessed 
martyr Eutychius stood before him, saying, 'Redemptus, 
sleepest thou?' To whom he answered, 'I am awake'. 
Whereupon he said, 'The end of all flesh has come, the end 
of all flesh has come, the end of all flesh has come'. After 
which triple utterance, the appearance of the martyr which 
had been perceptible to his mental vision vanished." - Dial., 
3:38 

Note that the bishop, without expecting any vision, merely 
had his couch prepared in the basilica of the martyr. There 
was neither rite nor religious observance involved. Save for 
the apparition, which was quite accidental, the incident was 
one which might still occur in missionary lands. Bishop and 
priest are frequently compelled to pass the night in the 
humble little chapels of the villages they pass through on 
their apostolic journeys. In other instances we hear of sick 
persons who refuse to quit the tomb of the saint until they 
are cured. They fall asleep and the cure comes to them, with 
or without a vision, while they are sleeping. In all these 
instances there are certain details in common with those of 
incubation, but the ceremonial as a whole and the 
institution itself are not found. 

In general the study of superstitious practices of which the 
existence has been proved at certain shrines dedicated to 



very popular saints, should be carried on with far greater 
discernment and a more critical spirit than is generally to be 
met with among folk-lorists who have undertaken the duty 
of collecting documents for the historian. The accuracy of 
their information is often more apparent than real, and not a 
few among them possess a quite remarkable gift for 
establishing far-fetched resemblances. 

Thus there is the ancient rite which consisted in passing 
through some aperture - a stone with a hole in it or the 
hollow of a tree - in order to be cured of certain diseases. 
Folk-lorists may be excused for discovering reminiscences of 
the custom in certain churches in which the tomb of the 
saint is raised from the ground in such a way as to allow of 
pilgrims passing beneath, as for example at Gheel in 
Campine where lunatics make the round of the choir by 
passing beneath the archway above which stands the shrine 
of Saint Dymphna. It must, however, be admitted that even 
if it exists at all, the connection between such rites is 
extremely remote, and that there is a wide distinction 
between a vain observance the efficacy of which depended 
upon a pierced stone, and a practice mainly founded on a 
belief in the virtue of relics. 

But folk-lorists have gone much further than this, and have 
been determined to discover examples of the suspected 
practice here, there and everywhere, even in the first ages of 
Christianity and beneath the roof of our most venerable 
basilicas. Saint Peter's in Rome itself has not escaped. This is 
how Gregory of Tours described the tomb of the apostle in a 
celebrated chapter. "Hoc enim sepulcrum sub altare 
collocatum valde rarum habetur. Sed qui orare desiderat, 
reseratis cancellis, quibus locus ille ambitur, accedit super 
sepulcrum, et sic fenestella parvula patefacta immisso 
introrsum capite, quae neccssitas promit efflagitat." 



Archaeologists are too familiar with the "fenestella 
confessionis" (the window or orifice of the "confession") for it 
to be necessary to explain its purpose: its position was 
affected by the arrangement of its surroundings and the 
shape of the "confession," and in no sense whatever by any 
superstitious custom. The sepulchre of Saint Venerandus at 
Clermont, 1 which also had its "fenestella," has been quoted 
with equally little reason; with still less, the tomb of Saint 
Martin which Gregory of Tours touched with his aching 
tongue "per lignum cancelli". Far from recalling pagan rites, 
these acts of devotion at the shrine of a saint inspired by a 
desire to approach as closely as possible to the relics, are 
distinctly redolent of the spirit of primitive Christianity. 

Nevertheless we are far from denying the survival, among 
Christian nations, of a certain number of customs of which 
the origin is extremely remote, and which are in direct 
opposition to Christian beliefs or Christian ethics. The 
greater number of the superstitions against which the 
Church has perpetually made war with changeful tactics and 
varying degrees of success, are an inheritance from our 
pagan ancestors. As a general rule they have no direct 
relation with public worship, and their accidental association 
with established religious practices or even their connection 
with the name of a saint confers on them no sort of 
authorisation. The incident of the Count of Toulouse, who 
suddenly left Montpellier in 1212, terror-stricken at having 
seen Saint Martin's bird flying on his left hand, has no 
reference either to hagiography or to the history of religions, 
but is connected with the history of superstitions just as 
definitely as the "sinistra comix" of Moeris in Virgil. The 
same may be said of all astrological practices 1 and 
incantation formulas, in which one would be surprised at 
meeting with the names of saints, did we not know that 
absurdity and incoherence is the characteristic note of all 
manifestations of popular credulity. This aspect of the 



question, however, need not detain us for the moment. What 
does interest us is to know in what instances and to what 
extent hagiographic monuments reveal the existence of an 
actual link between polytheism and any public and normal 
manifestation of Christian piety. 

Part II 

Saint-worship and hero-worship - The centre of hero-worship 
- Soiemn transiations - Reiics - Fortuitous coincidences 

The debate at this point has to be transferred to a vast 
arena, for it is the veneration of saints itself which is 
denounced as being a prolongation of idolatrous paganism. 
The critics admit that, in its first beginnings, the religion of 
Christ was pure and undefiled, and rejected everything that 
could obscure the conception of the one True God. But when 
the faithful ceased to be an elect few, and when the Church 
was, so to speak, invaded by the populace, she was forced to 
relax her severity, give way before the instincts of the mob, 
and make concessions to the polytheistic ideas that were 
still stirring in the brain of the people. 

By the introduction of the cultus of the saints, the Church 
opened the door to a clearly marked current of paganism. 
There is no essential difference, so it is affirmed, between 
the saints of the Church and the heroes of Greek polytheism. 
Beyond question the two cults resemble each other in their 
manifestations, but they are also identical in their spirit, and 
we are clearly here in the presence of a pagan survival. Such 
is the thesis that is developed by the folklorists with much 
self-complacency. 

We cannot neglect the details of the parallel. Nothing could 
be more instructive, if only that it enables us to appreciate 
the exact value of certain hagiographic legends. 



Among the Greeks, heroes are mortals made superior to the 
vulgar herd by the gifts they have received from the gods. 
Privileged beings, holding a position midway between divine 
and human nature, they can lay claim to some portion of the 
power of the immortals, and they are enabled to intervene 
effectually in human affairs. 

These heroes, the mortal sons of some divinity, great 
warriors, benefactors of humanity or founders of nations, 
were specially honoured in the city with which they were 
connected either by birth or by their exploits. They became 
its protectors and patrons. Every country, indeed every 
town, had its heroes to whom monuments were erected and 
whom the people invoked in their prayers. 

The centre of devotion to a hero was his tomb, which was 
sometimes erected in the middle of the agora, the centre of 
public life. In most cases it was sheltered by a building, a 
sort of chapel. A great number of tombs of heroes adorned 
the celebrated temples, just as the tombs of saints are 
honoured in Christian churches. 

When the actual body of the hero could not be venerated a 
cenotaph was erected to his memory. But no means were 
neglected to secure the veritable remains, for the people 
had faith in the power of a hero's bones and ashes, and 
when the precious object which was to serve as a protection 
to the city could be discovered, it was seized upon and 
conveyed thither with the greatest pomp and with 
ceremonies which undoubtedly recall the translation of 
Christian relics. 

The most celebrated account of one of these pagan 
translations is that of the transference of the remains of 
Theseus to Athens, under the archonship of Apsephion (B.C. 
469). The hero rested in the island of Scyros, but the spot of 



his interment was carefully kept secret by the inhabitants. 

An oracle arrived in the first instance from Delphi, 
recommending the Athenians to go and take possession of 
the bones of Theseus and cherish them in their own city with 
all the honour that was due to them. Cimon, son of Miltiades, 
proceeded to lead an expedition against Scyros, took 
possession of the island and instituted a search for the tomb. 
A further prodigy revealed the exact spot: he was simply to 
dig at the place that an eagle would point out to him with 
beak and talon. In the coffin was found the skeleton of a tall 
man with spear and sword. Cimon carried his precious 
burden on board his trireme, and the remains of the hero 
made a triumphal entry into Athens amid sacrifices and 
every demonstration of joy. He was laid to rest in the centre 
of the town near the site of the gymnasium, and the tomb of 
the hero, who, in his life-time had been kind and helpful to 
the humble, became an inviolable refuge for slaves and 
other needy persons anxious to escape from the exactions of 
the mighty. A great sacrifice in his honour was established 
on the eighth of the month of Pyanepsion in memory of his 
return from Crete, but he was ctlso commemorated on the 
eighth of other months. 

This page of Plutarch might be adapted, with but few 
alterations, to more than one mediaeval translation of relics. 
In the majority of cases these solemn journeys of relics are 
preceded in the same way by heavenly warnings; 
miraculous incidents accompany the discovery of the sacred 
remains; the people provide a brilliant and enthusiastic 
welcome; magnificent shrines are erected for their reception, 
and their presence is regarded as a protection to the 
country; finally an annual feast-day is inaugurated in honour 
of the happy event. 

Nor was this an isolated case. The translations of the ashes 
of heroes were of frequent occurrence in Greece. Thebes 



recovers from 11 ion the bones of Hector, and presents to 
Athens those of OEdipus, to Lebadea those of Arcesilaus, 
and to Megara those of Aigialeus. Rarely are these 
disinterments ventured upon without an authorisation or 
command from some oracle. In spite of these divine 
interventions it is frequently necessary to have recourse to 
cunning in order to gain possession of a sacred tomb, and 
the incident of Lichas possessing himself of the body of 
Orestes forms a curious counterpart to certain expeditions in 
search of the relics of a saint. 

Not infrequently also it happened, as in the Middle Ages, 
that a new cultus sprang up at some fresh discovery of 
human bones. Whenever these were of large size they were 
assumed to be the skeleton of a hero, and sometimes an 
oracle would be consulted as to his name. Thus it was that 
the Syrians learnt from the god of Claros that the body of a 
giant found in the dry bed of the Orontes was that of a hero 
of the same name, of Indian origin. 

It is not only in the honours paid to the mortal remains of 
heroes that we may trace an analogy between pagan 
practices and devotion to relics. Just as, in our own churches, 
objects that have belonged to saints or that recall their 
memory in some special way are exposed for the veneration 
of the faithful, so in the temples visitors would be shown 
divers curiosities whose connection with a god or hero would 
command their respect In Rome were to be seen the bones 
of a whale found at Joppa which were said to be those of the 
monster to which Andromeda was exposed. In other places 
might be seen the cithara of Paris, the lyre of Orpheus, the 
ships of Agamemnon and AEneas. And as the eager credulity 
of travellers rendered the neocoroi and the periegetai as 
ingenious as our modern vergers and ciceroni, in the end no 
relic was too improbable for them to profess to exhibit; 

Leda's egg, the white sow with her thirty little ones 



sacrificed by AEneas on the site of Alba, the anvil which 
Jupiter suspended to Juno's feet, and the remains of the clay 
out of which Prometheus had created man. 

No single detail will be lacking from the parallel when we 
have pointed out that, like ourselves, the ancients were not 
without experience of duplicated relics, and were surprised 
to discover at Memphis the hair which Isis had torn out in 
her despair at the death of Osiris and which they had 
already been shown at Coptos. More remarkable still the 
tombs of certain heroes were to be found on more than one 
spot. Thus that of AEneas was pointed out not only at 
Berecyntus in Phrygia, but also at AEnea in Macedonia, and 
on the shores of the Numicius near Lavinium. 

Would it not appear as though the critics had established 
their case now that we have had to admit the existence 
among the Greeks of a cultus which in every detail recalls 
that paid to our saints, a cultus with relics, translations, 
inventions, apparitions and spurious or even forged relics. 
Can further parallels be needed to prove that the veneration 
of saints is merely a pagan survival? 

The theory is plausible, and yet it will not stand for a second 
before the judgment of history. The cultus of the saints is not 
an outcome of hero-worship, but of reverence for the 
martyrs; and the honours paid to the martyrs from the 
outset by the early Christians, men who had known the 
baptism of blood, are a direct consequence of the high 
dignity of those witnesses to Christ as proclaimed by our 
Lord Himself. From the veneration with which their mortal 
remains were treated and from the confidence of Christians 
in their intercession arose the cultus of relics, with its varied 
manifestations, with, alas, its too natural exaggerations, 
indeed, we may frankly say, with its excesses, excesses 



which have occasionally compromised the memory of those 
to whom it was intended to pay honour. 

It seems scarcely necessary to insist that hero-worship 
among the Greeks never possessed the same theological 
foundation and was never expressed in the same exact 
definitions which always place an infinite distance between 
God and man favoured by God. But it had an analogous 
starting-point and developed under the influence of general 
ideas which are not without some affinity with those which 
urged swarms of the faithful towards the tombs of the 
martyrs. Hence it necessarily arrived at practically identical 
consequences, and the history of these two cults represents 
a logical and parallel development without however any 
interdependence. It was not necessary to remember the 
gods and the heroes in order to turn in perfect confidence to 
the martyrs, to beg of them the healing of the sick, to place 
perilous journeys and difficult undertakings under their 
protection or to bestow on them visible proofs of gratitude 
for benefits received. Moreover it was certain to come about 
that the tomb of a martyr should be regarded not only as an 
honour but as a safeguard to the town that possessed it, and 
that the patron saint should receive all those honorary titles 
which in earlier days had fallen to protecting heroes: 
Sosipolis, Sosipatris, Philopolis and the like. 

In the same way, there is no real reason for supposing that 
the earliest narratives of the finding of relics, whatever may 
be the analogy of the facts or the similitude of the details, 
were inspired by the records of pagan translations. These 
narratives, of which the earliest date from the fourth 
century, were neither forgeries nor imitations. They are the 
natural outcome of an identical state of mind under similar 
circumstances. 



We must, however, guard against exaggeration. If we are 
told that the ideas disseminated through society by hero- 
worship predisposed the mind to a ready acceptance of the 
role of saints in the Christian dispensation and of their value 
as intercessors before God, I see no reason whatever for 
contesting the statement. The markedly rapid development 
of the cultus of saints and martyrs may well be explained by 
the fact that the human mind was already prepared to 
accept it. In point of fact, ancient ecclesiastical writers made 
no sort of difficulty about admitting the existence of 
analogies between the cultus of martyrs and that of heroes. 
Indeed, Theodoret made use of the fact as the starting-point 
of his controversy with the pagans. Although other people 
should take exception to our practices, he declares, you 
should be the last to complain, you who possess heroes and 
demi-gods and deified men. 

As for certain exaggerations which from time to time have 
made their appearance to the detriment of the religious 
spirit, I see no reason whatever for connecting them with 
unconscious reversions to paganism. We have already 
pointed out sufficiently the popular tendency towards 
material and tangible things to account for these 
aberrations, which need to be continually kept in check, and 
which are to be found more especially in countries where 
passions are strong and imaginations keen. A statue or the 
body of a sainf which appeals to a man's eyes, impresses 
him far more vividly than mysteries which appeal only to his 
faith. I should not therefore regard the manifestations of 
Neapolitan piety as mere paganism, though I am far indeed 
from proposing them as a model to be imitated. 

Part III 

Pagan survivals in worship - Holy places - Christian 
transformations - Adaptation of names - A method for 



ascertaining primitive tities - Sacred sources 


We believe we have sufficiently demonstrated by examples 
that too much value must not be attributed to exterior 
resemblances or fortuitous coincidences when any question 
arises regarding the continuity that may have existed 
between certain Christian practices and the Graeco-Roman 
faith, not to mention other religions. The matter has to be 
investigated somewhat more closely, and wherever, in 
hagiographic matters, there is question of going back to the 
origins of a traditional cultus, three essential elements must 
be studied: the place, the date, and the legend. We will 
examine briefly the various questions connected with these 
points. 

It was only after the complete triumph of Christianity that it 
became possible to establish her sanctuaries on the very 
sites of ancient temples that were either disused or had 
been wrecked. The Christians had not awaited the final 
abandonment of pagan monuments to erect magnificent 
buildings in accordance with the requirements of their 
liturgy. In many cases they attacked the ancient religion on 
its own ground and contested its pre-eminence. 

We are fairly well instructed concerning the methods 
adopted by the Church to combat superstitions attached to 
certain localities. In most cases she did so by erecting a 
basilica or a chapel, and by fostering there a new cultus of 
her own in order to distract popular attention, and to supply 
Christian nourishment to the religious instincts of the 
people. 

We know, for example, how Caesar Callus (351) caused the 
body of the martyr Babylas to be conveyed to Daphne, 
which was at that time both a centre of idolatry and a scene 
of debauchery, and how in order to house it he commanded 



a church to be built in the immediate vicinity of the temple 
of Apollo of which the oracle was forthwith reduced to 
silence. Julian, enraged at receiving no reply from it, caused 
the relics of the martyr to be returned to Antioch. 

In the time of Saint Cyril there was a little town named 
Menouthis near Canopus, about twelve miles east of 
Alexandria, celebrated for its oracle which the heathens 
came in crowds to consult and by which even Christians 
were sometimes led away. It is true there was a Christian 
church at Menouthis dedicated to the apostles that had 
been built by Theophilus of Alexandria, but the den of 
superstition attracted greater crowds than the house of God. 
Cyril put a stop to these idolatrous gatherings by causing 
the bodies of Saints Cyrus and John which until then had 
lain in the Church of Saint Mark at Alexandria, to be 
transported in-solemn state to Menouthis. Such were the 
beginnings of one of the most famous shrines of Christian 
Egypt. 

Gregory of Tours relates how, in the Gevaudan district, there 
was a large lake on a mountain named Helanus, to which, as 
he says, the country folk made some sort of libation, by 
flinging stuffs, cakes and various objects into the water. 
Every year the people would arrive with wagons, bringing 
food and drink with them, slaughtering cattle and giving 
themselves up for three whole days to feasting. The fourth 
day, just as they were starting for home, they were always 
caught in a violent storm. The Bishop of Javols arrived on the 
scene and exhorted the crowd to abstain from evil practices, 
threatening them with divine wrath. But his preaching was 
in vain. Then, under the inspiration of God, he built a church 
in honour of Saint Hilary of Poitiers on the shores of the lake, 
transported thither certain relics of the saint and began his 
exhortations anew. This time he was more successful, the 
lake was abandoned and the objects that formerly had been 



flung into its waters were offered to the basilica. Moreover 
the storms ceased to rage at the time of the festival, which 
henceforward was consecrated to God as the dedication 
feast. 

In this particular instance we see that the Church did not 
take possession of the sacred spot, but that she ruined it by 
competition. When once the temples were definitely 
forsaken she was too wise to abandon to secular usages sites 
that had frequently been selected with great discrimination, 
and she consecrated them to the one true God whenever 
circumstances rendered such a course possible. 

The history of the liquidation of the property of vanquished 
paganism has been related many times, and it has been 
possible to draw up long lists of churches erected upon the 
foundations of heathen temples, or built with their very 
stones, or indeed simply installed in the ancient edifice. The 
classic examples of this latter category are the Pantheon in 
Rome and the Parthenon at Athens. 

In the case of many other less illustrious temples replaced at 
a later date by Christian churches the memory of their 
primitive destination has been less carefully preserved. 
Certain learned men have invented an ingenious theory in 
order to supplement, in many instances, the silence of 
history. Because it has sometimes been possible to note an 
analogy between the Christian title of the transformed 
temple and its earlier title, they have felt justified in 
attributing to the Church a systematic Christianisation of 
pagan sanctuaries supposed to be based upon a very 
accommodating consideration for new converts. In order to 
permit them the illusion of not having wholly broken with 
the past, the new churches were placed under the patronage 
of saints who, by their name or legend, recalled the divinity 
who had previously been honoured on the same spot. 



Thus, at Eleusis we find a church of Saint Demetrius on the 
site of a temple of Demeter: it is the name of the goddess 
but slightly modified. It is true that there was also a church 
of Saint George, but it was again Demeter, the goddess of 
agriculture, who was disguised under the name of the "holy 
agriculturist." In other places Saint George has taken the 
place of Theseus or Hercules, but on those occasions it is as 
the vanquisher of wild beasts that he is substituted for the 
victor over the Minotaur or the destroyer of the Lernean 
hydra. Thus, whether the analogy be phonetic or symbolic 
the archaeologists make capital out of it, and find little 
difficulty in pointing out some resemblance between the 
new patrons and the old. 

It is somewhat more difficult to prove that these 
resemblances have been generally sought after, and the 
proof should certainly be forthcoming whenever it is 
proposed to link the name of the saint with that of the deity 
he displaced. It is clear that most valuable topographical 
indications might be collected by this process. But its 
efficacy is entirely illusory, and if certain critics have put it 
to strange uses, others have regarded it with well-merited 
suspicion. 

In those instances in which we have historical proof of the 
action of the Church, favouring the cultus of a saint in order 
to uproot some superstitious practice, we have no reason to 
suspect any link between either the name or the legend of 
the saint and those of the pagan divinity he supplanted. 
Remember the martyr-bishop Babylas opposed to Apollo; 
Cyrus and John, the one a soldier, the other a monk, brought 
to Menouthis to combat the oracle of the goddess; and 
Hilary of Poitiers, confessor and pontiff, enticing the 
populace from the shores of a sacred lake. 



I am far from denying that here and there popular devotion 
may occasionally have become tinged with the still vivid 
memories of ancient superstitions and that they have often 
profoundly modified the physiognomy of certain saints; that, 
for example, Saints Cyrus and John have ended by becoming 
types of healing saints, or disinterested physicians, like 
Cosmas and Damian, or that this latter group - of which the 
origin and true history will probably always evade research - 
have assumed in popular imagination a new and definite 
character as kindly genii eager to help humanity in imitation 
of the Dioscuri. But, as far as facts are concerned, nothing 
authorises one to affirm that the Church has systematically 
encouraged these transpositions of names leaving the thing 
unaltered, and indeed it is most improbable that in early 
days she should have lent herself to such dangerous 
equivocations. 

A few examples are necessary to put the reader on his guard 
concerning this seductive theory to which we have referred. 
Thus there is Saint Elias, dedicated to whom there exist in 
Greece a large number of chapels built on the summit of 
hills and mountains. Some writers have admitted that Elias 
usually takes the place of his namesake Helios, the god of 
the sun. The assimilation is specious, but it is not borne out 
by the facts. It is not on the heights of Greece that the 
shrines of Helios were the most numerous. Moreover, sun- 
worship became almost completely absorbed in Apollo- 
worship, a fact which upsets the play upon words that is 
supposed to account for the numerous chapels erected to 
Saint Elias. The history of the prophet as it is related in the 
Bible, his being carried up to heaven in a chariot of fire, his 
apparition at the side of Christ in the Transfiguration, "made 
of him the natural patron of high places". It is probable 
enough that the invocation of Saint Elias has taken the 
place in many instances of some pagan divinity, but there is 
nothing to prove that the divinity in question was Helios. 



Moreover in order to draw conclusions from these titles they 
ought at least to be primitive and to belong to a time 
anterior to the moment when the dedication of the 
sanctuary was altered. But in point of fact several of those 
quoted are of more recent date. 

At Athens, for example, the church of Saint Paraskeve 
occupies the site of the Pompeion, a building dedicated to 
the organisation of religious processions. Is it not obvious 
that there must be some connection between the titular 
saint of the church, and the preparation of processions 
which took place on the same spot? And yet we are in a 
position to affirm, without fear of error, that no such 
connection exists, and that we are in the presence of a 
simple coincidence the importance of which has been 
exaggerated by certain archaeologists. 

In point of fact Saint Paraskeve can only have bestowed her 
name upon the chapel at a comparatively recent date, for 
she was unknown to the ancients, and liturgical documents 
of the tenth and eleventh centuries prove that her cultus, 
and still more her popularity, were posterior to that period. 
Need we add that even had her memory been held in 
honour from the most remote times, no one would have 
dreamt of bestowing her name on the little edifice to which 
Pausanias refers. If the author makes use of the word 
trapamcevij in this connection it was certainly not the name 
by which the building in question was known to the people. 

It may be observed that various scholars, starting from a 
vague resemblance between names combined with certain 
topographical data, have built up regular romances on the 
strength of some hagiographic text. Among these 
productions we may class the attempt of a mythologist 1 to 
prove that Saint Donatus took the place of Pluto, or, what 
comes to the same thing, of Aidoneus, King of the Molossi, 



whose name, every one is ready to admit, bears a 
resemblance to "Aios Donatos". I should be the first to 
concede that we possess no really authentic records 
concerning Saint Donatus, and moreover that various scraps 
of mythological lore have been made use of in order to 
supply him with a biography. But the erudite fiction which 
seeks to identify him with the god of the infernal regions 
merits as little consideration as the traditional narrative. 

At the back of more than one learned disquisition on the 
origins of devotion to the saints one may discern the idea 
that the great martyrs and thaumaturgists of the ancient 
world, more especially those who were early regarded as the 
patrons of cities, were the direct inheritors of some tutelary 
deity whose altars attracted the multitude. The concourse of 
pilgrims could thus be easily explained by the renown 
attached to the spot. The wave of popular devotion would 
merely have been slightly deflected from its earlier course, 
abandoning the temple of the idol in order to flow past the 
Christian basilica. 

The instances, previously quoted, of a species of Christian 
"canalisation" of the irresistible stream of religious emotion, 
are by no means rare in history. Occasionally even, we are 
willing to admit, the phenomenon may have been 
spontaneously produced, without any intervention from the 
leaders of the Church. But all this does not justify us in 
formulating a general law which, if true, would have a very 
important bearing on the study of comparative religions. It 
would not be difficult, with the assistance of texts and 
documents, to quote the name of some god or pagan hero 
specially honoured in each of the Greek towns which later 
were to become the centres of Christian pilgrimages. This 
only amounts to saying that one local cult replaced another 
just as one may note everywhere that one religion 



succeeded to another. But it does not follow that there was 
any bond of connection between the two. 

On the Capitoline hill in Rome there was a temple dedicated 
to the lord of heaven, who there received through many 
centuries the incense of kings and people. In later centuries 
pilgrims from the whole world flocked to Rome to the tomb 
of the prince of the apostles. Yet would any one seriously 
suggest that Saint Peter is the direct heir of Jupiter 
Capitolinus? 

A chapter of popular, hagiography connected with the 
christianisation of centres of superstition by the introduction 
of the cultus of the saints is suggested by the passage from 
Gregory of Tours already quoted. We refer to water-worship, 
which was all the more difficult to uproot as the object of it 
could neither be destroyed nor removed at will. The number 
of wells placed under the patronage of some saint is very 
considerable. Certain devoted students of local history have 
drawn from the fact conclusions which cannot all be equally 
commended for accuracy and definiteness. It would be a 
wearisome undertaking to attempt a synthesis of this mass 
of material, incongruous and ill-classified as it is. We shall 
not embark upon the task, although we cannot refrain from 
inquiring whether the majority of the wells to which the 
names of saints are attached are in any sense witnesses to 
the struggle of the Church against paganism. 

This is clearly not the case. It would be extremely difficult to 
prove that all these springs were the objects, in remote 
times, of superstitious worship, and it is obviously false to 
assert that the memory of a saint could only be connected 
with them by an act of ecclesiastical authority. As we have 
already shown, the common people never miss an 
opportunity of baptising the noteworthy spots in their 
locality, and quite naturally they bestow upon them any 



name that happens to occupy their minds. A well dedicated 
to Saint Martin is not necessarily a holy well; it merely 
testifies to the popularity of Saint Martin. One must 
therefore distinguish carefully between the wells which only 
attract attention by their name, and those which have been 
a centre of devotion or superstition. To this second category 
belong all those to which the heathen were in the habit of 
offering their prayers and their gifts. 

Part IV 

Dates of festivals - Alteration of object - Difficulty of proving 
coincidences - A method for ascertaining dates of pagan 
festivals - Examples 

An important element in seeking to establish the first 
beginnings of a cultus is the correspondence of dates. 
Celebrations which attract a large concourse of people are 
necessarily fixed for specified days. Every one will agree 
that there is nothing more difficult to alter than the date of a 
fair or pilgrimage; in nothing does the tenacity of popular 
custom display itself more forcibly than in the faithful 
observance of festivals. One may be perfectly certain that if 
a Christian people has retained anything whatever of a 
pagan festival it will certainly be the date. 

Generally speaking, it may be said that when it was simply a 
question of affording some compensation to converts 
compelled to renounce all pagan rejoicings, they were 
invited to keep the feasts of the martyrs which were 
celebrated on the anniversary of their death. In this way 
Saint Gregory Thaumaturgus organised annual reunions for 
his people in honour of the martyrs, and thus facilitated the 
transition from worldly pleasures to purely spiritual joys. 



It was far otherwise where the bishops had to combat some 
definitely idolatrous festival and to uproot some celebration 
of immemorial antiquity. When, as must frequently have 
happened, it was impossible for them to prevent the people 
coming together, the only thing for them to do was to 
change the purpose of the gathering, and thus sanctify the 
day. The Bishop of Javols would never have triumphed over 
the superstitions that were rife in his diocese, had he been 
content to celebrate the feast of Saint Hilary on the shores of 
Lake Helanus on the day appointed by the liturgy. What he 
did do was to celebrate it on the day of the heathen festival: 
in hac solemnitate quae dei erat, says Gregory of Tours. 
Hence the coincidence of the dates becomes an element of 
the first importance for those who are anxious to establish 
any bond of continuity between the pagan and the Christian 
feast-day. 

But if all are agreed as to the importance of this class of 
proof, they are far from agreement as to the difficulty of 
demonstration. Precise details are indispensable and it may 
well be asked whether the subject is of a nature to afford it. 
The differences between the various calendars, the difficulty 
of bringing them into agreement, the multiplicity of feasts in 
honour of the same divinity, the liturgical divergencies in 
various localities, all complicate the problem of the date to 
such an extent as to render the assimilation almost always 
illusory. 

Where it is merely a question of establishing a parallel 
between some Christian solemnity and a festival of the 
Roman calendar the problem is simple enough and one can 
arrive at definite conclusions. Thus it may freely be admitted 
that the greater Litanies of Saint Mark's Day are a Christian 
continuation of the Robigalia observed on 25th April. The 
date, taken in conjunction with the similarity of the rite, and 



the identity of the object of the festival, leaves no place for 
reasonable doubt. 

But the solution in other cases is often far less easy to arrive 
at. The number of pagan festivals being very considerable, 
the chances of a purely fortuitous coincidence are 
proportionately great, and it seems probable that the natalis 
invicti, which was celebrated on 25th December, had no 
influence on the choice of that day as the Feast of the 
Nativity of our Lord. The selection of the date would appear 
to have been the result of a calculation having as its basis 
25th March, that being presumed to be the date of the death 
of Christ. This last theory, which makes the cycle of the 
feasts of the infancy of our Lord depend upon Easter, 
certainly the older celebration, is more probable than the 
other, which rests only on an ingenious identification of 
date. 

People have also professed to see in the Feast of the 
Purification a Christianised version of the Lupercalia. In point 
of fact this last was kept not on the 2nd of February but on 
the 15th. 

Coincidences are far more difficult to establish when it 
becomes a question of comparing our own calendar with 
that of the Greeks or Asiatics, and with very varying systems 
of festivals. Thus we find that the festival of the gods and 
the heroes was celebrated at Athens not only on a special 
date but on the corresponding date of each month. These 
repeated commemorations increase very materially the 
possibilities of a coincidence, and it becomes obvious that 
we must not hastily jump at conclusions because two feasts 
happen to fall on the same day. 

We have already pointed out how inconclusive is the 
reasoning which professes to recognise, in the Christian 



titles of certain ancient shrines, the primitive name of the 
tutelary divinity of the same place. It is equally dangerous to 
attempt to deduce the unknown date of a pagan festival 
from Christian data presumed to have some sort of 
connection with it. The efforts already made in this direction 
have always appeared to me, if their authors will forgive my 
saying so, particularly unfortunate, in spite of the 
remarkable ingenuity of which they give evidence. The 
following is a recent example. A series of deductions, drawn 
from the survival of the worship of the Dioscuri, would seem 
to point to the existence from the very earliest times of a 
monthly festival in honour of the two heroes, which would 
fall, in accordance with common usage, on the 
corresponding date of each month, either the 18th or the 
19th. The following is the argument by which we arrive at 
this unexpected discovery. 

We start with the assertion that a whole series of saints are 
merely Castor and Pollux in a Christian disguise; then the 
dates of their feasts are collocated in the following fashion: 

19th April - Saint Dioscorus 

19th May - Saint Polyeuctes 

18th June - Saints Mark and Marcellianus 

19th June - Saint Judas-Thomas and Saints Gervase and 

Protase 

18th August - Saints Florus and Laurus 
18th September - Saint Castor 
18th December - Saint Castulus 
19th December - Saint Polyeuctes 

I have shown elsewhere that not one of the above saints has 
anything whatever in common with the Dioscuri. Nearly all 
of them are clearly defined historical personages, while their 
cultus is regularly established and rests on a traditional 
basis. Add to this the fact that no Dioscuri are to be met with 



in the martyrologies for 19th April. It is the 18th May that 
must be meant, for on that date the memory of Saint 
Dioscorus, lector, was celebrated in Egypt. The 19th of May 
is not the date of the martyrdom of Saint Polyeuctes. This 
saint is the second in the group of Timotheus and Polyeuctes 
inscribed in the Syriac martyrology for 20th May, and it is 
only by the commonplace blunder of a copyist that the 
names have been repeated among the martyrs of the 19th. 

But putting aside all these difficulties, admitting even that 
there may have been some sort of link - which as a matter of 
fact there was not - between the Dioscuri and the saints 
already enumerated, let us suppose that their feasts were all 
celebrated on the same day of the month, the 18th. Should 
we be justified in concluding that in all probability the 
festival of the Dioscuri was fixed for the 18th of every 
month? Far from it, for it is obvious at a glance that the date 
of the 18th in the Julian Calendar does not correspond with 
the 18th in the Greek, Syrian or Asiatic calendars, in 
accordance with which the festival of Castor and Pollux, had 
it been celebrated monthly, would in the first instance have 
been fixed. 

We have here a further example of the necessity of not 
being satisfied with a mere coincidence of dates. One of the 
arguments brought forward to prove that Saints Florus and 
Laurus are merely the Dioscuri under another name, is the 
date of their feast, 18th August, for Saint Helena is also 
commemorated on this same day. Helena, in the fable, is the 
sister of Castor and Pollux. Give Florus and Laurus their 
correct names, and you will then discover in the martyrology 
an authentic feast of the Dioscuri and their sister. 

The matter, however, is not quite so simple as it appears. It 
so happens that the collocation of Florus and Laurus with 
Helena is entirely fortuitous. No single Latin martyrology 



makes any mention of Florus and Laurus, who are only 
known to Greek tradition, whereas no Greek synaxary names 
Helena on 18th August; she is always associated with 
Constantine on 11th May, and does not appear in any other 
place. It was the accidental result of a compilation composed 
of Greek and Latin elements that brought Helena and the 
Greek martyrs together at the same date in the martyrology. 
This fortuitous collocation does not go back further than the 
sixteenth century, a simple observation which should suffice 
to eliminate from the ancient calendar the supposed festival 
of the Dioscuri corresponding to 18th August. 

We shall have something to say later concerning the theory 
Which has resulted in fixing 7th January as the date of the 
festival of the "Epiphany of Dionysus" in Bithynia. 

In order to establish a connection between Saint Pelagia, 
specially honoured on 8th October, and Aphrodite, much 
emphasis has been laid, among other reasons, on the date of 
the festival, supported by the text of an inscription at Aegae 
in Cilicia. Euploia is the title of the Aphrodite of Cuidus. It 
might at least be expected that the first thing to prove 
would be that the goddess was honoured on 8th October. 

Not at all. One solitary date has been verified in connection 
with the worship of the Pelasgic Venus, and that has 
reference to a local festival, the dedication of a temple and 
statue to the goddess at Nigra Corcyra (Curzola) on 1st May, 
in the year 193 of the Christian era. But it is pointed out that 
Poseidon is mentioned in the same votive inscription, and 
that in point of fact the 8th of each month was dedicated to 
Poseidon. I must confess that the argument would make but 
a feeble impression upon me, even if it could be proved that 
the God of the sea had his festival on the 8th of the month 
in Cilicia as well as at Athens. 


Part V 



Pagan legends - Christian adaptations - Three cases to be 
considered - Examples: Legend of Saint Lucian of Antioch - 
Legend of Saint Pelagia and allied legends - Saint Livrada 

The legends which offer the most vulnerable points, those 
which in their entirety or in certain portions appear to reflect 
pagan traditions, are those which have most attracted the 
attention of critics, and it is in fact mainly through such 
legends that they have attempted to connect a certain 
number of the saints - and not the least celebrated among 
them - with paganism. We must follow them upon their own 
ground and attempt to outline the methods which should be 
applied to this branch of research. 

If people merely wish to assert that among a series of 
legends certain features are to be found that were already in 
circulation among the nations of classical antiquity, we have 
nothing to say against their view, and indeed when we 
ourselves were treating generally of the origins of our 
hagiographic narratives we quoted sufficient examples of 
such adaptations to leave no room for doubt on the point. 
The further our researches in the domain of comparative 
literature can be carried, the greater will be the number of 
these parallels, and people will be surprised to discover in 
mediaeval lore so many remnants of classical antiquity. 

But whether such material was used in its raw state or 
whether it was first given a Christian colouring, there is, as a 
general rule, no reason for talking of pagan infiltration or 
even of pagan survivals. It is not the religious element which 
is responsible in these cases, it is the stream of literary 
activity carrying along with it the debris of earlier ages. 

The problem to be solved is whether a Christian legend 
perpetuates in any sense a religious incident appertaining to 
paganism, in other words, whether it is the expression of an 



ancient cultus, surviving under a Christian form. One must, 
therefore, in the first place, put aside all legends that are 
independent of any religious observance. In hagiographic 
collections such as menologies and passionaries and in 
compilations such as synaxaries and martyrologies there are 
many names and documents which represent merely a 
literary tradition. These may well date from classic times 
without our having to discuss the possible influence of 
paganism. 

Our business is with saints whose cultus is proved by a 
church erected in their honour, by a regularly observed 
festival or by relics offered to the veneration of the faithful. 
Such cases may come under three categories. 

In the first place, it may happen that legends whose 
dependence upon pagan antiquity is admitted to have been 
purely literary may end by giving birth to a cultus. In its 
origin the History of the Seven Sleepers was a pious 
romance which, little by little, left the sphere of literature to 
pass into the domain of liturgy. 1 The heroes of this wholly 
imaginative work end by being honoured as saints of whom 
the burial-place is shown, and whose relics are in request. 
Similarly, Barlaam and Joasaph, the principal personages of 
a Buddhist romance, eventually, after long delays, attained 
to similar honours. But their artificially created cultus does 
not bury its roots in the distant past of Buddhism any more 
than that of the Seven Sleepers is a continuation of a 
religious episode of the polytheism of Greece. 

In the second place, a legend possessing pagan features 
may have for its subject an authentic saint whose cultus 
dates from a period anterior to the legend and is quite 
independent of it. The problem suggested by these 
circumstances is not always easy to solve. It may be that the 
fabulous element has become mingled with the history of 



the saint merely in virtue of that inevitable law which 
connects legendary incidents totally devoid of any special 
religious interest with the name of any illustrious personage. 
But it is also possible that the saint has inherited the 
attributes of some local deity together with the honours paid 
to him. No point is more difficult to unravel in practice. 

We must not indeed forget that a great number of practices 
and expressions and stories, beyond doubt religious in their 
origin, and implying, if we press them, doctrines that were 
clearly polytheistic, have by degrees wholly lost their 
original significance, and have become either mere 
embellishments or conventional formulae devoid of 
objectionable meaning. The graceful little genii that painters 
and sculptors love to set climbing among the festoons and 
vine-branches are mere decorative motifs, just as the D/s 
Manibus Sacrum was written quite guilelessly at the head of 
Christian inscriptions on tombs without people seeing in the 
fact anything save the obligatory prelude to an epitaph. 

Indeed the history of the saints supplies many examples 
that allow us to appreciate the exact value of certain facts 
which at first sight would appear to be dependent on 
religion and worship but which in reality are only connected 
with them by a very slender thread. 

The Byzantines sometimes named stars after the saints 
whose feasts corresponded with their rising. Thus the star of 
26th October became the star of Saint Demetrius, that of 
nth November was named after Saint Menas, that of the 
14th was the star of Saint Philip. It is difficult to see in these 
appellations anything further than the expression of a date, 
and I should not like to assert that the Byzantines believed 
that the saints ruled over the stars or that they attributed to 
them in the firmament functions from which the gods had 
been deposed. It seems to me clear that, putting aside 



certain superstitious customs, they talked of the star of Saint 
Nicholas just as we should speak of the Michaelmas term. 
When sailors referred to the autumn equinoctial gales as the 
"Cyprianic winds" the expression no doubt testified to the 
popularity of Saint Cyprian, but in no way implied any 
practice of piety. 

Hence it does not follow because some characteristic 
belongs both to mythology and to the legend of a saint that 
therefore the saint must be regarded as a deity in disguise. 

It would scarcely be logical to raise doubts concerning the 
existence of Saint George merely because of his legend, and 
it is highly temerarious to affirm positively that in his person 
"the Church has converted and baptised the pagan hero 
Perseus". When the origin of the shrines of Saint George has 
become better known we shall perhaps be enabled to 
replace him on the historical footing which hagiographers 
have done so much to undermine. No one has, however, 
been able to prove hitherto that his cultus among Christians 
was a mere prolongation of some pagan devotion. 

The majority of the hagiographic legends that are adorned 
with mythological rags and tatters appertain in all 
probability to saints who have nothing else in common with 
pagan deities. Yet this is not a universal law. Certain very 
well-authenticated saints have developed in certain shrines 
such special features that in the cultus paid to them it is 
difficult to deny the survival of a pagan ritual or belief. 
Whatever may have been the primitive history of Saints 
Cosmas and Damian they were represented at an early age 
as the successors of the Dioscuri, and the honours paid to 
them at certain of their shrines undoubtedly betray points of 
contact with pre-existing forms of worship. 

For a long time sailors also had their own special ways of 
honouring Saint Nicholas and Saint Phocas, and of 



attributing to them powers which remind one of the heroes 
of antiquity. One might therefore describe these saints as 
the successors of Poseidon. No doubt little by little the 
figures of the holy protectors took the place of the sea god, 
but the phenomenon is due to accidental circumstances, 
and even when heir to a pagan god the saint none the less 
preserves his individuality. 

We have still to consider a third case, that of the legend 
which reveals purely and simply the continuity of a religious 
tradition, to-day Christian, yesterday idolatrous and 
superstitious. It is no longer a question of deciding whether 
an authenticated saint has assimilated some of the 
characteristics or even the general physiognomy of an 
earlier deity, but of ascertaining by a careful study of all the 
narratives concerning the saint whether he himself is not a 
god or pagan hero raised to the altars after a decent 
transformation. 

The distinctions we have sought to establish may seem to 
some over-subtle, but to ourselves they appear 
indispensable unless we wish to be satisfied with superficial 
resemblances and far-fetched comparisons. In order to 
realise the difficulties of mythological investigations, based 
upon the analysis of legends of saints, it will suffice to 
examine thoroughly one or two individual cases over which 
scholars have already exercised their wits and to measure 
the results of a criticism as searching as it is ingenious. We 
propose to restrict ourselves to the legends of Saint Lucian 
and Saint Pelagia, and the interpretation which we shall 
suggest is very different from that which has been current 
for some years past. 

Saint Lucian is one of the most celebrated martyrs of the 
fourth century. He died at Nicomedia, 7th January, 312, and 
his body was conveyed to Drepanum, a town on the coast of 



Bithynia which was re-named Helenopolis by Constantine in 
honour of his mother. Nothing could be better authenticated 
than the fact of of his martyrdom, nothing more firmly 
established than his cultus, witnessed to by the basilica of 
Helenopolis as well as by literary documents. 

Among the principal testimonies to the history of Saint 
Lucian we have that of Eusebius, a panegyric by Saint John 
Chrysostom, and a celebrated legend incorporated in the 
menology of Metaphrastes, but dating undoubtedly from a 
much earlier period. 

We need not stop here to discuss the life of Saint Lucian in 
its general features, but it is necessary to dwell upon certain 
details of the legends which have been made use of in 
support of the theory which it is our intention to examine. 

In the first place, the author of the passion relates that the 
martyr suffered torture by hunger for fourteen entire days. 
After the first few days he announced to his disciples that he 
would celebrate with them the Feast of the Theophany and 
would die on the following day. This prophecy came true; in 
the presence of the emperor's representatives, filled with 
amazement at his prolonged endurance, he repeated three 
times "I am a Christian," and expired. 

Others affirm, writes the chronicler, that while still alive he 
was flung into the sea. The Emperor Maximian, exasperated 
by his constancy, had commanded that he should be cast 
into the waves with a heavy stone fastened to his arm, so 
that he should be deprived for ever of the honours of 
Christian burial. And he remained in the sea fourteen days, 
the precise number he had spent in prison. On the fifteenth 
day a dolphin is supposed to have brought his sacred body 
back to land, and to have died immediately after depositing 
his precious burden. 



No one can fail to recognise in this marvellous incident one 
of the most popular of all legendary themes of classic 
antiquity. The dolphin, the friend of man, who bears him, 
living or dead, upon his back, is the subject of more than 
one poetic fable and of a whole host of works of art. 
Melicertes, Hesiod, Arion - in this latter case also the dolphin 
expired on the sand - were all popular types, and there is 
nothing surprising in the fact that so poetic a legend should 
have passed into the realms of hagiography. The dolphin 
further plays a part in the lives of Saint Martinian, Saint 
Callistratus, Saint Arianus and others. This circumstance 
alone is sufficient to prove that the dolphin episode in the 
legend before us is purely adventitious and has only an 
accidental, and in no sense a mysterious, connection with its 
history, even should we fail to ascertain the precise 
circumstances under which Saint Lucian came to be 
associated with this reminiscence of a classical myth. 

It has been suggested that dolphins may have been carved 
on the sarcophagus of the martyr, and that this decorative 
design may of itself have sufficed to set popular imagination 
working. This explanation combined with the mythical 
tradition which had not been lost at that period and which 
the sight of the dolphins would recall, is not lightly to be set 
aside. But it has the disadvantage of being a pure 
hypothesis suggested by the necessities of the case. In point 
of fact we possess no information concerning the decoration 
of the sarcophagus of Saint Lucian. 

A second explanation has been brought forward which 
possesses the merit of being at least founded on fact. Saint 
Lucian was martyred at Nicomedia, yet his basilica is 
situated, not in that town, but across the gulf, at 
Helenopolis. The translation of the sacred remains probably 
left no impression on popular memory, and later on the 
inhabitants explained the anomaly by the familiar device of 



a miraculous intervention of which tradition furnished them 
with so many examples. 

The presence of the dolphin in the Nicomedian legend has, 
however, suggested conclusions of a far more radical nature 
to our school of mythologists. 

Note, they say, the persistence with which the number 15 
recurs in connection with the name of Saint Lucian. Putting 
aside, suggestive as it is, the fact that among the Greeks his 
feast has been transferred to the 15 th of October, let us 
study the legend itself. The saint expired after fifteen days of 
suffering; the dolphin brought his body to shore on the 
fifteenth day; he died the day after the Epiphany which was 
the 15th of the month of Dionysius, and observe that at 
Helenopolis his feast is celebrated on the eve which is 
precisely the 15th of the month of Tishri. 

And what meaning has the dolphin? It is one of the 
attributes of Dionysus. And why is it connected with the 
memory of Saint Lucian? Because his feast coincided with 
the feast of Dionysus which was observed in Bithynia on the 
15th of the month of Dionysius. Therefore it was a pagan 
feast which the people still remembered and which they 
associated with this Christian commemoration. The dolphin 
of the legend of Saint Lucian is a witness to the affection of 
the new converts for their ancient Superstitions. 

Such is in brief the reasoning of these learned critics. 

One would of course be bound to discuss these weighty 
conclusions, if in point of fact we knew from other sources 
that the great solemnity in honour of Dionysus was really 
celebrated on the 15th of the month, coinciding with 7th 
January, and also that a legend of Dionysus, current in 
Bithynia, was one of the numerous replicas of the history of 



the dolphin bringing to shore the body of Melicertes. But we 
know nothing of the kind. It is to the legend of Saint Lucian 
itself that we are referred for the evidence of these 
statements. 

What can we think of this logical structure save that it is 
destitute of any sound basis and that not only do we discern 
no sort of link between Saint Lucian and Dionysus, but, in 
studying the matter closely, we find that Dionysus 
disappears completely from the scene, to leave us in the 
presence of one of the most ordinary phenomena of folk-lore 
in all countries? It seems superfluous to insist on the 
feebleness of the argument - it should rather be called the 
suggestion - drawn from the number 15, which itself has not 
even been established beyond question. The Arian 
commentary on Job, which would appear to contain an echo 
of the same tradition as the passion of Saint Lucian, bears 
another figure: "For this blessed saint after lying for twelve 
days upon a bed of minute shells breathed his last upon the 
thirteenth day." 

Thus the legend of Saint Lucian involves no sort of reflection 
upon the Christians of Bithynia. It would justify no one in 
suspecting the purity of their faith or in attempting to prove 
that they had more difficulty than other people in forgetting 
Dionysus. Moreover, it remains to be proved that the great 
festival of the god really did coincide with the day after the 
Christian Epiphany, the day of the martyrdom of Saint 
Lucian. For, so far, neither his own legend nor any historical 
text has furnished any proof of the assertion. 

The legend of Saint Pelagia has been the starting-point of a 
most laborious inquiry, conducted on the same principles, of 
which the results, although accepted by many scholars who 
have not felt bound to investigate them further, are 
certainly surprising. Its authors profess to have discovered 



that the Church continued, though admittedly under a very 
modified form, to pay homage to Aphrodite, to Venus, to the 
goddess of carnal pleasure and animal fecundity. 

Pelagia, known also as Margarito, was, owing to the 
splendour of her pearls and jewels, one of the most 
celebrated as also one of the most corrupt of the dancing- 
girls of Antioch. One day she entered the church while 
Bishop Nonnus was exhorting the faithful. Touched by grace 
she begged for baptism, and when she quitted the white 
robe of the newly baptised she donned a hair shirt and a 
man's tunic, and left Antioch in secret in order to hide 
herself on Mount Olivet outside Jerusalem. There she lived 
for three years in a little cell under the name of Pelagius, 
after which she entered upon the reward of her life of 
penance. The Greek Church celebrates her feast on 8th 
October. 

Under this form, and taken by itself, the history of Pelagia 
offers no very improbable features, and it would certainly 
not be easy to draw from it any conclusions favourable to a 
mythological survival. But its critics compare it with other 
legends with which it constitutes a whole, of which the 
pagan origin and character are according to them clearly 
manifest. 

In the first place, on 8th October, a commemoration is made 
of another Pelagia of Antioch, a virgin martyr, whose heroic 
death was related by Saint John Chrysostom in a panegyric 
preached in her honour. 

The same day recalls the martyrdom of a third Pelagia, of 
Tarsus, who preferred death by fire in a brazen bull to the 
love of the emperor's son. 



Pelagia of Tarsus reappears at Seleucia on 22nd August 
under the name of Anthusa, with a history of which the 
incidents, if not the closing scenes, recall the preceding 
version. 

Saint Marina of Antioch, in Pisidia, commemorated by the 
Greeks on 17th July, and Saint Margaret of Antioch by the 
Latins on 20th July, suffered death like Pelagia of Tarsus, for 
having scorned the advances of the judge, the prefect 
Olybrius. 

It is easy to trace the connection of yet another group of 
saints with the preceding. 

Saint Margaret, commemorated on 8th October, flies from 
her nuptial chamber disguised as a man. She hides herself 
in a monastery where she passes under the name of 
Pelagius. Accused of having seduced a nun she suffers the 
penalty for a sin she could not have committed. Her 
innocence is only established after her death. She receives 
the name of Reparata. 

Maria, or Marina (12th February), also enters a monastery 
disguised as a man. One day the daughter of an innkeeper 
travelling in the neighbourhood accuses the supposed monk 
of being the father of her baby. Marina is driven from the 
monastery and forced to maintain the child. The severity of 
her penances re-open the doors of the cloister to her, but 
only after her death is the discovery made that she has been 
the victim of calumny. 

Saint Eugenia (24th December) ruled as abbot over a 
monastery of monks. She also was falsely accused by a 
woman before the tribunal of her father who was prefect of 
Egypt. It is also in Egypt that we meet with a Saint 
Apollinaria (5th January) who hides herself under the name 



of Dorothea, and suffers a similar misfortune. Euphrosyne of 
Alexandria (25th September) adopts the name of Smaragdos 
and lives peacefully in a community of monks until at length 
she is recognised by her father. 

Theodora of Alexandria (11th September) convicted of 
infidelity, retires into a monastic house for men in order to 
do penance. She is denounced for misconduct and 
rehabilitated after her death. 

It is clear that all these legends are interconnected, as may 
be seen partly by the similarity in the names: Pelagia, 

Marina, Pelagius or Margaret recalling the surname of 
Margarito given to the courtesan of Antioch, and partly by 
the theme: a woman disguised as a monk and keeping the 
secret of her sex until death. Sometimes the theme is 
complicated by the further theme of calumny, which, under 
the circumstances, is only a logical development of the main 
idea. 

Before indicating the series of deductions by means of which 
folk-lorists have succeeded in recognising Venus or 
Aphrodite in the person of Saint Pelagia, let us try to 
determine the starting-point of the whole series of legends 
which we have just summarised. 

In the fourth century the Church of Antioch celebrated on 
8th October the feast of a Saint Pelagia, a quite historical 
personage, concerning whom both Saint John Chrysostom 
and Saint Ambrose have furnished us with information. But 
her history in no way resembles that of the penitent 
courtesan, and there is nothing in it to suggest anything in 
the nature of masquerading. Pelagia is a maiden of fifteen 
who sees her father's house in the hands of the soldiery. To 
escape from their outrages she begs for a delay, the time to 
array herself in her finest robes. And while the soldiers are 



waiting below for their victim she flings herself from the roof 
and preserves her virginity by a voluntary death. 

Should we then admit the existence of a second Saint 
Pelagia of Antioch, the penitent sinner? The identity of 
dates, 8th October, gives food for reflection. An admirable 
passage from Saint John Chrysostom may profitably be 
recalled at this juncture. 

In his sixty-seventh Homily on Saint Matthew, the saintly 
doctor recalls the history of a celebrated actress whose 
name he does not give, and who came to Antioch from one 
of the most corrupt cities of Phoenicia, having become so 
notorious, thanks to her evil life, that her fame had spread 
as far as Cilicia and Cappadocia. She brought ruin to a large 
number of persons, and the very sister of the emperor fell a 
victim to her seductions. Suddenly she resolved to reform 
her life, and, under the influence of grace, she wholly 
renounced her evil ways. She was admitted to the sacred 
mysteries, and after her baptism lived for long years in the 
strictest austerity, wearing a hair-shirt, and shutting herself 
up in a voluntary prison, where she allowed no one to visit 
her. 

Nothing justifies us in assuming that this anonymous 
penitent became after death the object of an ecclesiastical 
cultus, indeed the way in which Saint John Chrysostom 
speaks of her seems to imply the contrary. But it may be 
taken as certain that the narrative known under the name of 
Pelagia's Repentance is neither more nor less than an 
adaptation of the incident related by St John Chrysostom. 
The editor, who bestows on himself the name of James, no 
doubt considered it too simple and therefore introduced into 
it the idea of the disguise with which more than one tale 
would have made him familiar. 



It is very difficult to decide whether the so-called James 
originally intended to write an edifying romance in which a 
heroine named Pelagia should play the leading part, or 
whether, by means of fresh data, he proposed to write the 
legend of the venerated saint of Antioch. We know from 
illustrious examples both how quickly historical tradition 
concerning local saints may disappear beneath the action of 
legendary compositions, and also how little hagiographers 
hesitate in making alterations that render their subjects 
almost unrecognisable. However this may be, whether or no 
in the mind of the so-called James there was any identity 
between his heroine and Saint Pelagia of Antioch, it was 
inevitable that such identity should soon be assumed to 
exist. 

The further legend of Pelagia of Tarsus in Cilicia appears to 
us to be the result of the double tradition that surrounded 
the name of Pelagia. In certain aspects she recalls the 
courtesan of Antioch, whose reputation, as we are expressly 
told by Saint John Chrysostom, had penetrated as far as 
Cilicia, and who had also had relations with the imperial 
family. On the other hand, Pelagia of Tarsus was a virgin, and 
in that, as in her martyrdom, she recalls the primitive 
Pelagia whose cultus was established as early as the fourth 
century. 

The history of Pelagia in its double form proved highly 
successful and gave rise to an amazing wealth of legendary 
lore of which other examples may be found in hagiographic 
literature. The version by the self-styled James, at once the 
most interesting and the most highly coloured, is that which 
has enjoyed the greatest popularity. The true personality of 
the saint of Antioch, shadowy at the outset, soon 
disappeared entirely in the interest taken in her legend. This 
latter lost by degrees every vestige of historic fact; even the 
account of the conversion became eliminated and the purely 



legendary residuum passed under various names, thus 
degenerating into the primitive form of a tale strictly so 
called, thanks to which we have the saints Mary or Marina, 
Apollinaria, Euphrosyne and Theodora, who are simply 
literary replicas of the Pelagia of the self-styled James; or 
else, as in the case of Saint Eugenia, the theme of a woman 
hiding her sex was tacked on to other narratives having for 
their hero some historic personage. 

We have dealt at length with this development, which we 
regard as a somewhat commonplace phenomenon to be 
explained by the normal action of the legendary ferment. If 
there is any item of religious interest to be deduced from ail 
this, it is the fact that a traditional cultus may have the life 
crushed out of it by legend. But the cultus in this instance 
was Christian, so too was the subsequent legend, although 
mingled with elements drawn from the domain of general 
literature. Nowhere does a pagan influence make itself felt. 

Such, however, as may be supposed, is not the 
interpretation accepted by those who profess to identify 
Pelagia with Aphrodite. 

After having glanced over the series of narratives of which 
we have given a summary, the conclusion is arrived at that 
"this bird's-eye view must give rise, even in the most 
prejudiced minds, to the conviction that one and the same 
divinity reappears in'the multiple variety of these legends 
like a trunk despoiled of its branches; thus the image that 
was profoundly impressed upon the soul of the people, 
though banished from its temples, continued to draw from 
its secret roots sustenance for the new branches that were 
shooting out on every side. . . . The Hellenism of the Imperial 
epoch contained but one conception which could have 
produced all these legendary forms: that of Aphrodite. It was 
necessary to tear from the hearts of the faithful the 



dangerous image which personified carnal beauty; it was 
accepted as it was, but purified in the fire of repentance and 
suffering in order to render it worthy of heaven." 

Clearly the point now is to prove that Aphrodite or Venus is 
indeed no other than the heroine of our legends. 

Nothing, it seems, is more simple. Aphrodite was the 
goddess of the sea, and she is known under a profusion of 
titles which recall this quality: Aigaia, Epipontia, Thalassaia, 
Pontia, Euploia, and finally Pelagia, of which Marina is 
merely a translation. 

And this is the whole kernel of the demonstration; and as, in 
point of fact, nothing is to be drawn from the dates of the 
festivals it is the whole of the argument. Is it needful to add 
that I consider it a weak one? 

If only the name of Pelagia had been a rare or unusual one 
among women, if it had been less well known at Antioch, the 
common home of the various versions, or again, if the title of 
Pelagia had been one of the popular epithets applied to 
Aphrodite, there might have been some excuse for this loose 
reasoning. But only one solitary example of a Venus Pelagia 
and two of a Venus Marina, both supplied by Horace, are to 
be discovered, whereas there is every reason to believe that 
Pelagia was quite a common name both at Antioch and 
elsewhere. 

Doubtless we shall be excused from dwelling on other 
comparisons which are intended to support the main 
contention. Thus Anthusa of Seleucia is compared with the 
Aphrodite Anthera of Knossos; Porphyria of Tyre with the 
Venus Purpurina of Rome; Margarita with the Venus Genitrix 
because Ciesar dedicated to her a cuirass studded with 
pearls. What erudition wasted on a futile task! 



We cannot however neglect a further consideration 
produced in support of the theory we are combating, one 
that is really ingenious and intended to demonstrate an 
unequivocal trace of the worship of Aphrodite under one of 
its most monstrous developments, in the very heart of 
Christianity. Attention is specially drawn in the Pelagian 
legends to the contrast between pleasure and penance, 
between lust and chastity, and to the ever-recurrent theme 
of sex-disguise. The object of this is to bring us back to the 
goddess of Amathus in Cyprus, who could be regarded at 
will as Aphrodite or Aphroditos, and who wore the dress of a 
woman with the beard of a man. In the sacrifices offered at 
this shrine the men were dressed as women and the women 
as men. It was the worship of the Hermaphrodite. The legend 
of Pelagia, it is suggested, has retained the imprint of this; 
but the cultus continues formally within the Church; the 
bearded woman has been raised to the altars. In Rome it is 
Saint Galla; in Spain, Saint Paula; and in other places Saints 
Liberata, Wilgefortis, Kummernis, Ontkommer, etc. 

I have already pointed out that the incident of sex- 
dissimulation is a most ordinary theme in circulation in 
every literature; and as for the supposed replicas of the 
Hermaphrodite, they could not have been more ill-chosen. 
Can any one seriously bring forward the case of Galla, whose 
history, told by Saint Gregory, is of the most vulgar kind? 
Physicians, in order to induce her to marry again, assured 
her that if she did not do so she would grow a beard, and so 
it came to pass. 5 Paula is an obscure saint of Avila whose 
history is a repetition of that of Wilgefortis. This grotesque 
legend, however, is very far from possessing the mysterious 
origin which some people are anxious to attribute to it. It 
took its rise, as has already been shown, from the diffusion 
of the picture of the Volto Santo of Lucca, and is merely a 
coarse interpretation of an unusual iconographic type. 



Part VI 


Mythological names - Other suspicious names - Iconographic 
parallels - The Blessed Virgin - "Saints on horseback" 

In the preceding pages it has been made clear that saints' 
names play a certain role in the researches of mythologists, 
and that not infrequently a real importance is attributed to 
them in the question of pagan survivals. Thus we have been 
assured that "the Greek nations of the continent, the Islands 
and Asia Minor turned with ardour towards the ancient gods 
of the Hellenes, on whom they were content to bestow new 
and often very transparent names: Pelagia, Marina, 

Porphyria, Tychon, Achilleios, Mercurios," etc. It is easy to 
show that assumptions based merely upon the name are, in 
the present instance, particularly misleading. 

From very remote times the Romans were in the habit of 
bestowing the names of Greek divinities more especially 
upon slaves and newly enfranchised persons; later, the 
names of Roman gods became equally popular. The Greeks 
conformed to the custom which became more prevalent as 
polytheism died out. Hence the frequency with which one 
meets with the names of gods and heroes such as Hermes, 
Mercurius, Apollo, Aphrodite, Pallas and Phoebus, as well as 
with derivatives from mythological names, such as 
Apollonios, Pegasios, Dionysios, etc. Several of these are the 
names of quite authentic saints, and. this fact should suffice 
to show that, in a general way, a pagan name should not 
throw suspicion on the saint who bears it. Certain names, 
moreover, are only mythological in appearance. Saint 
Venera, for example, whose name recalls that of Venus, is no 
other than Saint Paraskeve, vendredi, in its Latin or Italian 
form. 



This is not to say that in the calendar of saints we do not 
come across strange names which may give rise to 
legitimate suspicions. In Corfu (Corcyra) honour is paid to an 
obscure female saint named Corcyra, Keptcvpa, who plays a 
part in the legend of the Apostles of Corcyra, Jason and 
Sosipater. It would be difficult not to believe that this Saint 
Corcyra stands in the same relation to the Island as Nauplius 
to Nauplia, Romulus to Rome, Byzas Jo Byzantium, or Sardus 
to Sardinia, and that she is simply the product of the brain of 
the hagiographer. A study of the Acts of Saints Jason and 
Sosipater entirely confirms this impression. 

There is yet another class of names which may well excite 
distrust. I refer to those which express a quality or function 
such asTherapon, Sosandros, Panteloemon and others. It is 
almost always to saints with a marked reputation as 
thaumaturgists that names of this character are applied, nor 
is it always the result of chance. I am well aware that people 
have denounced, and with reason, the mania for 
transforming into myths all personages whose names 
correspond with the activity attributed to them. "It would be 
quite easy," writes Boeckh, "considering that nearly all 
names in classical times possessed a meaning, to explain 
the greater number of them by myths, and it would be 
somewhat embarrassing to decide how the Greeks should 
have named their children in order to guard them from the 
danger of losing their identity and seeing themselves 
reduced to a state of myth. Soph- roniscos, the father of 
Socrates, would fall under grave suspicion, for it is Socrates 
who makes men wise; his mother Phasnarete has in point of 
fact been suspected by Buttmann. 

The matter could not be expressed better. But, in the case 
before us, the existence of the saints who appear to be the 
personification of attributes is frequently only guaranteed 
by strange legends, and we know, moreover, that people are 



quick to bestow on the saints they invoke, names in keeping 
with the role they are presumed to play. Saint Liberata, 
Ontkommer or Kummernis offers an example of this. The 
homage paid to her was in reality addressed to Christ, as 
originally it was the crucifix of Lucca that people venerated 
before the transformation wrought in accordance with the 
data of the legend. The cultus of other saints of the same 
stamp may possibly have veiled a worship of a very different 
character, difficult to specify and connected by mysterious 
links with some pagan superstition. Such an hypothesis 
cannot be wholly excluded, but it certainly cannot be 
asserted as a general principle. It is, for instance, very 
improbable that it is applicable to Saint Panteloemon whom 
Theodoret places among the most celebrated martyrs of his 
day, and who possessed many famous shrines in the time of 
Justinian. 

We cannot bring this chapter to a close without touching 
cursorily on a point which will illustrate in some degree the 
ideas we have already developed. Just as, in the domain of 
legend, certain scholars have been eager to mark the stages 
of a sort of Christian metamorphosis having its starting-point 
in absolute paganism, so certain Christian pictures and 
statues appear to them simply as the Christianised 
interpretation of an idolatrous idea. In such a matter the 
danger of assuming the existence of a real dependence from 
certain outward resemblances becomes particularly evident, 
the more so because the arts afford after all only a narrow 
range of expression. 

In point of fact it may be said that the few timid attempts in 
this direction that have hitherto been undertaken have been 
remarkably unfortunate, and that, in almost every instance, 
a simple confrontation with definite historical data has 
proved sufficient to shatter all the conclusions drawn from 
the vague analogy between certain Christian compositions 



and figures of admittedly pagan origin. Need we recall the 
extraordinary pretension of a certain learned person to trace 
the type of the Virgin with the seven swords, so popular in 
Catholic countries, back to the Assyrian goddess Istar? As it 
so happens the genesis of this representation of Our Lady of 
Seven Dolours, as indeed of the devotion itself, is known in 
all its details, both the type and the place of its origin 
having been accurately ascertained. We have evidence that 
it, does not date back farther than the sixteenth century, 
and that it comes from the Low Countries. 

Another writer has professed to discover numerous 
analogies, indicative of a common origin, between the 
worship of the Madonna and the worship of Astarte. He has 
even gone so far as to recognise in those pictures of the 
Virgin to be seen in our churches adorned with a long 
triangular embroidered robe a continuation of the sacred 
cone which represented the Eastern divinity." 

Again, an effort has been made to prove the descent of the 
Madonnas of the thirteenth century from the type of Gallic 
mother-goddesses "through the medium of Gallo-Roman 
types of a more skillful execution which already wear a 
virginal expression". This channel of transmission is 
supposed to be found in statues representing goddesses in 
the form of a woman nursing her child. Surely every one can 
see that such a group would very easily suggest the mother 
of God, and that it is in no way surprising if here and there 
our forefathers were deceived by the resemblance. But so far 
were they from needing a model from which to represent the 
Blessed Virgin in that attitude, that this is precisely the type 
of the most ancient Madonna known to us, that painted on a 
wall of the catacomb of Priscilla. 

From the fact that Horus is always represented on 
horseback, piercing a crocodile with his lance, we must not 



rush to the conclusion that Saint George, who is equally 
represented on horseback, killing a dragon, is identical with 
the Egyptian divinity. Apart from the fact that the great 
majority of warrior-saints are represented on horseback, and 
that the sight of an equestrian statue might suggest this 
iconographic type, the legend of Saint George, the dragon- 
slayer, a legend without any sort of link with the god Horus, 
would naturally induce Christian artists to confer upon the 
image of the saint what has come to be its consecrated form. 
Saint Menas with the two camels, his indispensable 
companions, equally recalls Horus and his crocodiles. It may 
well be that Coptic sculptors derived their inspiration from 
so widely spread a representation and in this way helped to 
create the popular type of the great martyr. But it does not 
follow that he should therefore be regarded as a pagan 
divinity, and made into a sort of understudy to Horus. The 
classical origin of the type of Saint Peter seated on a throne 
with the keys in one hand and the other raised in blessing is 
beyond dispute. But is Saint Peter in consequence to be 
ranked entirely with the personages represented in a similar 
attitude? 



VII - Concerning Certain Hagiographic 
Heresies 

Direct relation established between the history of a saint 
and his legend - Exaggerated confidence in hagiographers - 
Ill-considered appeals to local tradition - Confusion between 
a probable and a truthful narrative - Excessive importance 
attributed to the topographical element - Legend held in 
utter contempt 

To draw up a catalogue of the principal errors committed by 
hagiographers and critics ever since the world has studied 
the lives of the saints would be indeed an onerous task. 
There is no form of literature into which people rush so 
frequently without any sort of preparation, and if it be true 
that goodwill is sufficient to give pleasure to the saints, it is 
less true that nothing more is needed in order to praise them 
worthily, or to appreciate at its true value the quality of the 
praise bestowed upon them. Hagiographers, alas, have 
sinned greatly, and the only consolation left us is to believe 
that much will be forgiven them. 

But if it be futile to hope that we may draw them all back 
into the straight paths of historical criticism, let us try at 
least to warn them against certain gross errors which have 
become accredited among them, and which day by day 
render the misunderstandings between history and poetry 
more serious, and the conflict between science and piety 
more acute. These erroneous beliefs usually circulate in a 
nebulous condition. In the light of the principles which we 
have attempted to lay down, it should suffice in most cases 
to reduce them to precise terms in order to expose their 
falsity forthwith. 



The first and most widely spread error consists in not 
separating the saint from his legend. A narrative will be 
accepted because it refers to a well-authenticated saint, 
while the very existence of another saint will be held in 
doubt because the stories concerning him are improbable or 
even ridiculous. It is one and the same principle which may, 
according to the school that acts upon it, lead to either of 
these equally absurd conclusions. 

It will not take us long to demonstrate its falseness. The 
various divisions of our own work go to show that the saints 
run a continual risk of being compromised by the literature 
written in their honour, for the very reason that the people 
on the one hand and the hagiographers on the other are 
much in earnest in singing their praises. Moreover the 
documents concerning them are exposed to all the perils of 
transmission. Thus there is no sort of immediate proportion 
between the legitimacy and popularity of the cultus of a 
saint and the historical value of the written documents 
which attest its existence. One martyr whose cultus has 
never spread beyond the narrow walls of his basilica, may 
live for us in authentic Acts of an incomparable beauty. 
Another, whose tomb attracts pilgrims from the whole world, 
is only known to us from narratives whose interest is far 
inferior to that of the Arabian Nights but whose historical 
value stands on much the same level. 

Dare I say that the value of the Acts of the saints is in 
inverse ratio to the celebrity of their cultus? As a general 
proposition this perhaps would not be quite accurate. But it 
cannot be denied that legend having been most active 
round the most popular saints, historical tradition has been 
more difficult to preserve in much-frequented sanctuaries 
than elsewhere. And this is true of all great pilgrimage 
centres. Except in certain quite special cases, we know 



nothing either of their origin or their patrons save the most 
fabulous reports. 


We are therefore fully justified in looking with suspicion 
upon the legend, while retaining full confidence in the saint. 

I will not go so far as to maintain that one should admit the 
existence of a saint whatever his legend may be. It will be 
remembered that we have come across more than one 
hagiographic narrative having reference to an imaginary 
personage, and yet bearing all the appearance of an 
authentic document. Some other evidence is therefore 
needed in order to establish the real existence of the object 
of the cultus. If it is a fact that, in the course of centuries, 
every other trace of his career has become obliterated then 
we may reasonably entertain doubts on the subject. When 
we affirm that a particular saint has never existed we simply 
assert the fact that he is only known to us by a legend of 
insufficient authority to prove his existence. 

A second very common error is to place an exaggerated 
confidence in the biographers of the saints. People seem to 
transfer to these pious writers something of the respect due 
to the saints themselves, and the oft-repeated phrase, "We 
read in the Lives of the Saints," without any one taking the 
trouble to specify the biographer referred to, shows clearly 
that people implicitly attribute the highest qualities of the 
historian to every member of the fraternity. 

If one insists upon knowing upon what grounds so much 
faith is placed in the author of the life of a saint, one is 
probably told that by his piety, his reputation or the dignity 
of his office he was one of the remarkable men of his day. 
People forget to add whether there is any reason for 
believing him to have been well-informed, and capable of 
making the most of the sources he had at his command. And 



while the known writers are accepted thus uncritically, the 
anonymous ones - and the great majority of legends bear no 
name by which to authenticate them - are allowed to benefit 
by the reputation for science and integrity which has been 
conferred on the whole corporation of hagiographers, a 
reputation, as we have seen, wholly unmerited. 

Need we dwell, at this juncture, on the injustice done to the 
saints themselves, by quoting, as their authentic utterances, 
the words some obscure scribe has placed on their lips after 
having evolved them laboriously from his own mediocre 
intelligence? 

I shall be told that these remarks can only apply to readers 
wholly destitute of critical sense or of literary pretensions. 
Not at all. What is true is that in more scientific circles the 
same monstrous error is found under another name: it is the 
confusion between authenticity and veracity. The first step is 
to prove that the Acts are authentic, that, for instance. Saint 
Eucherius is incontestably the author of the Passion of the 
Martyrs of Agaunum, the second is to make use of the 
Passion as though it were a document of the first value, and 
with it to encumber the history of the later persecutions; 
and so on. 

We shall not be wandering from our subject if we call 
attention to the further illusion of those who profess a sort of 
blind admiration for that highly respectable collection 
known as the Acta Sanctorum and who have developed the 
unfortunate habit of quoting it as though it were the Gospel. 
How frequently have we not read concerning some strange 
miracle or some suspicious revelation for which the writer 
was anxious to gain credence, this naive remark, "This fact is 
admitted by the Bollandists." 



The uninstructed reader would of course assume that after 
having submitted the incident to a minute examination, 
these "pitiless critics" - this is the consecrated phraseology - 
have allowed themselves to be disarmed, and that, in the 
face of the evidence, they have been unable to deny the 
correctness of the narrative, or to contest the supernatural 
character of the event. 

Need we point out that it would be paying too much honour 
to any group of men, however learned, who merely apply 
methods that are known to and at the command of every 
one, to attribute to them a decisive authority in questions of 
infinite delicacy and not easily susceptible of hard and fast 
rulings? Neither Bollandus, nor Papebroch, nor any of their 
successors have ever entertained any such pretensions. As a 
general rule they have abstained from attempting to solve 
insoluble problems, holding it to be a sufficient task to 
classify the hagiographic texts, to print them with 
scrupulous care, to make known with all attainable 
exactitude, their origin, their sources, their style, and if 
possible to pronounce upon the talent, the morality and the 
literary probity of their authors. 

Should therefore some honest writer experience the desire 
of conciliating his public by making it known that he has not 
neglected to turn over "the vast collection" - the epithet is 
once more de rigueur- of the Acta Sanctorum, I must beg 
him at least not to make the editors responsible for all that it 
contains. Let him content himself with a formula that can 
compromise no one, such as: "The account of this incident 
has been published by the Bollandists But to infer from this 
that the Bollandists guarantee its authenticity is to draw an 
unwarrantable conclusion. "If the Bollandists," writes one of 
their number, "believed definitely in all the miracles and all 
the revelations they publish, there could not be men of more 
robust credulity." 



We now come to a third error which consists in setting the 
tradition of the church in which a saint is specially honoured 
in opposition to the solid conclusions of scientific research. 

Among those who make use of this argument are some who, 
without knowing it, confuse apostolic tradition, the rule of 
faith for all Christians, with the popular tradition of their 
particular church. Such persons should be sent back to their 
theology in order to learn not to use the word "tradition" in 
an unqualified sense save in dogmatic matters. 

But without going to this extreme, a considerable number 
think themselves justified in contesting the results of 
criticism by pleading respect for local traditions. 
Unfortunately what it is usual to dignify with the title of the 
tradition of a particular church, is merely the current version 
of the legend of the patron saint, and the form of respect 
claimed on its behalf is to consider it straightway as a 
tradition of historical value: an inadmissible pretension if it 
is hoped by these means to evade the necessity of weighing 
the evidence. In order to do that it is essential to go back to 
the beginning. If the history of the saint, as officially 
accepted, belongs to one of the three first categories of 
hagiographic texts enumerated in an earlier chapter, it may 
be conceded that at least in its main outline local tradition is 
an historical tradition; if not, then it is no use quoting it at 
all. Historical tradition is that which goes back to the event 
itself; popular tradition often arises several centuries later, 
and sometimes even unceremoniously dislodges the most 
solidly established historical tradition. 

History informs us that Saint Procopius of Caesarea belonged 
to the priesthood. Legend, as accepted throughout the East, 
transformed him at a later date into an officer, and soon he 
was universally known under the title of Procopius dux. 



Current tradition describes Pope Xystus as dying on the 
cross, and every one is familiar with the verses on Saint 
Laurence by Prudentius: 

Fore hoc sacerdos dixerat 
Jam Xystus adfixus cruci. 

Yet we know for a fact from a letter by Saint Cyprian, who 
was not only a contemporary, but a well-informed 
contemporary, that Xystus died by the sword. 

Concerning Saint Agnes there were current, as early as the 
fourth century, the most contradictory reports, every one of 
which would probably be disproved by history, if unhappily 
history had not been wholly silent where she is concerned. 

The traditions of the various churches in France which claim 
apostolic descent only date from the period at which these 
legends, on which their pretensions are based, first won 
acceptance. This period is, in most cases, quite easy to 
ascertain, and it is simply arguing in a vicious circle to seek 
to authorise the legend by the tradition of which it was itself 
the source. 

And yet the argument is pressed: "Are you unaware," these 
writers say to us, "of what took place in the churches in the 
fifth and sixth centuries when, in response to the eagerness 
of the faithful to listen to the acts of the martyrs in religious 
assemblies, the ancient and venerable narratives of an 
earlier period were collected from all parts, and recorded in a 
more methodical and oratorical style? The new editors, 
writing under the very eyes of the bishops, would certainly 
have abstained from introducing into their narrative any 
important circumstances up to that time unknown to the 
people." 



This manner of looking at the problem fails to correspond in 
any way with the actual facts. 

It is assumed, what has to be proved in every individual 
case, that the Passions of a debased age were, in fact, 
derived directly from "ancient and venerable narratives of 
an earlier century," whereas we know how rarely the 
hypothesis can be verified. 

Further, it is assumed that the Acts of the Martyrs were very 
generally read aloud at the liturgical Offices. We know that 
in the very great majority of churches such was not the case, 
and consequently that we can count neither on the vigilance 
of the bishops nor on the sensitive ears of the faithful for the 
maintenance of historical traditions concerning the martyrs. 

Hence episcopal control over local hagiography and the 
devotion of the people to a received version of the history of 
a saint constitute facts that require demonstration and can 
in no sense be accepted as an hypothesis to be taken for 
granted. 

In point of fact wherever we are in the position to trace the 
diverse phases of the genesis of a legend, we are able to 
demonstrate in the clearest possible way the lack of this 
double conservative influence. The case of Saint Procopius 
which we have studied in detail is sufficiently conclusive on 
this point. Could it be said that the priests and the faithful of 
the diocese of Lyons kept jealous guard over the memory of 
the cure d'Ars if they in any way countenanced a biographer 
who represented him as being, not at home in his 
presbytery, but at the head of an army? 

The hagiographic legends of antiquity belong incontestably 
to popular literature. Not only do they bear no official hall¬ 
mark, but what we have been able to ascertain concerning 



their origin and their development affords us no guarantee 
of their historical value. The faithful found in them a means 
of edification and they required nothing further. Even in our 
own day, how many people are quite satisfied with those 
deplorable compilations known as the Petits Bollandistes or 
the Grande Vie des Saints in which history holds but an 
inferior place, but of which the narratives serve as food for 
piety! 

A fourth error consists in accepting a hagiographic narrative 
as historical merely because it contains no improbabilities. 

I may say at once that medieval hagiographers intent on 
impressing their readers with what was marvellous and 
extraordinary, have so encumbered their passionaries with 
fabulous tales, that the absence of any extravagant element 
of itself creates a favourable impression. If people went no 
further than that we should have nothing to complain of. 

But we must first examine in what form the document has 
come down to us. Many Passions of martyrs have been 
transmitted to us in texts of varying lengths, some 
developed, others obviously abridged or even cut down to a 
short lesson. Now the abridged texts frequently make a more 
favourable impression than the originals, the developments 
which betray the methods of the compiler having largely 
disappeared. One may compare, for example, the short 
Passion of Saint Theodotus with the longer version that has 
also been preserved. On the evidence of the abbreviated 
version alone, one might perhaps pronounce a very different 
judgment on the hagiographer and his work. It would be 
easy to apply a similar test to many other abridged 
narratives of which the original is still in existence. 

Unhappily the confusion between what is true and what is 
probable may frequently be recognised even in the methods 



of that higher criticism by means of which students have 
professed to disentangle the historical narrative concealed 
from our view beneath a confused mass of legendary lore. 
Supposing it to be true that all the improbabilities of a 
narrative are interpolations: it will then suffice to exclude 
this extraneous element in order to bring the document 
back to its primitive condition. 

The process may appear somewhat naive; nevertheless it 
has been put into operation by men who were far from 
simple themselves. I will only quote, as an interesting 
example, the case of a scholar like Lami who by making a 
judicious selection from the fabulous legend of Saint Minias, 
succeeded in compiling a reasonable history, but one that 
was as little veracious as its predecessor. 

If it is rare for historians ostensibly to indulge in practices of 
this kind, they frequently apply the method in all 
unconsciousness. Thus they are guilty of doing so whenever 
they make use of suspicious documents on the specious plea 
that they contain "good parts". Le Riant was guilty of the 
practice on a large scale when he was hunting up 
"supplements to Ruinart". If these "good parts" are anything 
except portions of the original historical record which the 
compiler had before him, they are of no possible use - as any 
one can see - for rehabilitating the document. 

A fifth error consists in classifying a document as historical 
merely because the topographical element can be certified 
as correct. 

This blunder has been committed hundreds of times, and it 
must be admitted that in many instances the argument to 
be drawn from topographical precision is, at first sight, 
beguiling. How often does it not occur that this is the one 
point capable of verification, and if the document is found to 



ring true in this respect what more natural than to assume 
the excellence of the whole? 

And yet we may go very far astray by relying too much on 
topographical tests! It would be easy to quote many wholly 
psychological novels, the wanderings of whose heroes 
through Paris could be traced without difficulty. When the 
world has forgotten that Bourget wrote novels, we should be 
compelled, according to this theory, to accept his stories as 
real history, and the problem as to whether or no David 
Copperfield \5 compiled from autobiographical memoirs 
would be solved by the fact that all the hero's journeys can 
be verified on the map. All that scientific criticism may 
assume from a narrative topographically correct, is that the 
author had familiarised himself with the places in which his 
personages reside, which in most cases simply means that 
he wrote at Rome, Alexandria or Constantinople, according 
to the special knowledge he may display, and that he had 
seen the tomb or the basilica which he describes. 

Bearing this in mind it is easy to appraise the value of 
certain archaeological discoveries which have seemed to 
justify what had hitherto been regarded as somewhat 
dubious acts of martyrs. It has become possible to prove that 
these Acts have been written - a fact that is in no way 
surprising - in the vicinity of the sanctuaries whose origins 
they were supposed to relate. But the authority of the 
narrative gains nothing thereby, and after, as before, the 
"confirmation" supplied by the monuments, we are free to 
assert that the whole legend had its birth in the imagination 
of a poet. 

There was much excitement some years ago over a 
discovery which was held to have rehabilitated the Acts of 
Saints John and Paul. This is how M. Le Blant describes the 
circumstances: "Little reliance was placed on a text which 



was thought to be founded in part on original documents 
but to have been corrupted by the introduction of some 
wholly inadmissible details. Nevertheless the tradition of the 
martyrdom inflicted on the two saints in their own house 
continued to survive. Indeed the precise spot where they 
were executed was shown, and in the sixteenth century a 
marble slab was let into the pavement towards the centre of 
the church, bearing these words. Locus martyrii Saints 
loannis et Pauli in cedibus propriis. One of the Passionist 
fathers attached to this church, the Rev. Dom Germano, 
whose intelligent initiative cannot be too highly praised, was 
anxious to ascertain whether the conformation of the ground 
was in accordance with the belief to which the inscription 
testified. He set about excavations and explored the soil 
beneath the church, and almost at once he made the 
discovery, beneath the high altar, of two rooms of a house, 
which from the materials out of which they were constructed 
as well as from their interior decoration, undoubtedly 
belonged to the beginning of the fourth if not to the end of 
the third century. Hence it is clear, as the Passio relates, that 
the church was built on the site of an ancient house." 

It is useless to continue the quotation, for we have arrived at 
the one definite result of these excavations. They have in no 
way solved the problem as to whether the hagiographic text 
was founded on original documents in spite of its containing 
some "inadmissible details". Since then proof has been 
forthcoming that the story of Saints John and Paul does not 
depend on any historical source, but is merely an adaptation 
of the history of Saints Juventinus and Maximinus, and in 
spite of all the interest that surrounds the "house of the 
martyrs" none of the difficulties of the legend have been 
solved by it. Indeed the only solution to which no serious 
objection can be taken is that the patrons of the title of 
Pammachius are the holy apostles John and Paul transformed 
by legend at an early date into officers of Julian's court, after 



the pattern of other similar transformations with which we 
are by this time familiar. 

We have now pointed out to the reader various vicious 
methods in order to put him on his guard against over- 
confidence in hagiographic legends. We have been 
exclusively occupied with the historical point of view, and it 
must be admitted that only too often the history of the 
saints has been obscured by legend. But it would be a fresh 
error to assume from this that the legends of the saints -1 
refer here to legends in general - are unworthy of attention. 
A comparison will at once make my meaning clear. 

Let us suppose that an artist and an archaeologist are both 
standing before a religious picture, some great work by an 
Italian or Flemish master. 

The artist would rave enthusiastically of the beauty of the 
conception, the skill in the composition, the intensity of the 
expression, the depth of the religious feeling. 

If the archaeologist were one in whom the aesthetic sense is 
lacking, he would give vent, before the masterpiece, to a 
series of criticisms, possibly accurate in themselves, but 
which would have the effect of exasperating his artist friend 
Here we have a fantastic landscape absolutely at variance 
with what we know of the physical features of the country; 
there a style of architecture unheard of in that region, while 
the costumes belong neither to the period nor to the people 
His feelings would be outraged to see Saint Lawrence 
wearing a dalmatic when before the tribunal, and he might 
possibly ridicule that charming scene in which Saint Peter 
preaches from a pulpit in a Roman piazza while Saint Mark 
sits at his feet and takes down the sermon, dipping his pen 
in an inkstand respectfully held for him by a kneeling 
disciple. 



This is the sort of criticism which our archaeologist might 
pass upon Fra Angelico, Van Eyck or Perugino. No doubt he 
would study with curiosity the robes worn by the holy 
women at the tomb, the weapons of the soldiers escorting 
our Lord to Calvary, and the buildings by the roadside, 
because he would recognise in them contemporary 
documents of the time of the painter, and he would perhaps 
grow indignant with the art connoisseur, indifferent to these 
antiquarian details, and wholly absorbed in that which 
constitutes the true value of the work, the expression of the 
ideal. 

Which of the two is the more just appraiser of this legend in 
line and colour, the enthusiast who seeks to penetrate into 
the inspired soul of the artist, or the unfortunate being who 
experiences precisely the same emotions before a great 
work of art as before a case of antiquities in a museum? 

I would not be so bold as to transfer this comparison in all its 
rigour to the two camps that have grouped themselves 
round the hagiographic literature of the Middle Ages, that of 
the simple readers and sincere admirers, and that of the 
despisers of these legends. It must be admitted that the 
pious chroniclers of the lives of the saints have not, as a 
general rule, been as happy as the painters, and that they 
have produced few master-pieces, few works even which, 
taken alone and judged on their own merits, would have 
attracted any notice or held public attention. 

And yet, who can deny that in spite of all the ignorance of 
technique and the clumsiness of execution, there is exhaled, 
not indeed from each individual legend, but from out the 
store-house of mediaeval lore, something of that mysterious 
and sublime poetry which pervades the walls of our ancient 
cathedrals? Who will dispute the fact that these legends 



give expression with unparalleled vigour to the beauty of 
Christian faith and the ideal of sanctity? 


Let us not forget that there is frequently a notable difference 
between what our worthy hagiographers wished to say and 
what, in point of fact, they have succeeded in saying. Their 
amplifications are often cold, the attitudes of their 
personages awkward and formal, their situations forced. But 
the thought which inspires them is noble and elevating, and 
their eyes are fixed on that perfect beauty of which pagan 
antiquity was wholly ignorant, the beauty of the soul filled 
by the grace of God, while their very helplessness in 
reproducing it in all its glory only aids us to esteem it the 
more. 

For a long time the Golden Legend, which is so accurately 
representative of the hagiographic labours of the Middle 
Ages, was treated with supreme disdain, and scholars 
showed no mercy towards the worthy James de Voragine. 
"The man who wrote the Legend," declared Louis Vivhs, "had 
a mouth of iron and a heart of lead." 

It would in fact be hard to speak of it too severely if it were 
conceded that popular works are to be judged according to 
the standards of historical criticism. But people are 
beginning to realise that this is an injudicious method, and 
those who have penetrated into the spirit of the Golden 
Legend are very far from referring to it in scornful terms. 

I confess that, when reading it, it is somewhat difficult at 
times to refrain from a smile. But it is a sympathetic and 
tolerant smile and in no way disturbs the religious emotion 
excited by the picture of the virtues and heroic actions of 
the saints. 



In this picture God's friends are represented for us as what is 
greatest on earth; they are human creatures lifted up above 
matter and above the miseries of our little world. Kings and 
princes honour and consult them, mingling with the people 
in order to kiss their relics and implore their protection. They 
live, even here on earth, in God's intimacy, and God bestows 
upon them, with His consolations, something also of His 
power; but they only make use of it for the good of mankind, 
and it is to them that men have recourse in order to be 
delivered from sufferings both of body and soul. The saints 
practise all the virtues in a superhuman degree: gentleness, 
mercy, the forgiveness of injuries, mortification, 
renunciation, and they render these virtues lovable, and 
they urge Christians to practise them. Their life is, in truth, 
the concrete realisation of the spirit of the Gospel, and from 
the very fact that it brings home to us this sublime ideal, 
legend, like all poetry, can claim a higher degree of truth 
than history itself. 

In a letter to Count John Potocki Joseph de Maistre quotes 
with comments of his own, an example of what he calls 
"Christian mythology". We cannot do better in order to 
elucidate our own thought than cite this eloquent passage: 
"Listen and I will give you one of these examples. It is taken 
from some ascetical work the title of which I forget. A saint, 
whose name I have also forgotten, had a vision in which he 
saw Satan standing before the throne of God. And listening, 
he heard the evil one say: 'Why hast Thou damned me, I who 
only offended against Thee once, whereas Thou hast saved 
thousands of men who have offended against Thee many 
times?' And God replied, 'Hast thou asked for pardon even 
once?' Such is Christian mythology! It is dramatic truth 
which preserves its value and its effect quite independently 
of literal truth, and would indeed gain nothing by it. What 
does it matter whether the saint in question did or did not 
hear the sublime words I have quoted? The great point is to 



know that forgiveness is oniy refused to him who has not 
begged for it" 
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